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Questions: Hindus
From the unreal lead me to the real!
From darkness lead me to the light!
From death lead me to immortality!
Brihadaranyaka Upanishad 1.3.28

H

induism is a tradition of great
complexity and variety. Many
Hindus prefer the term Sanatan
Dharma, ‘eternal way’, which
expresses something of the allencompassing nature of living a
Hindu way of life. At the heart of
this way of life is the search for the
Divine, as articulated in the above
mantra.
Some Hindus point out that dharma
is not about human rights (what you
are doing for me) but about being
a right human (what I am doing for
you). This approach to doing the right
thing and doing it right is expressed
in the Mahabharata, where many
ethical dilemmas are presented but
without clear solutions.
Sanatan Dharma involves making
wise choices and judgements about
right living, in order for individuals
to find their place in a very large
universe, and to do so without
damaging it.
Within Sanatan Dharma there is
immense diversity, and we cannot
hope to have captured this in
these few pages. We have tried to
address this challenge by looking

at four questions which might help
to open up something of the heart
of Hinduism. After an insider view
from Neera Vyas and an activity
to acclimatise students to their
encounter with Hinduism, the first
article deals with some fundamental
questions about Hindu ideas of God.
Given this orientation towards the
Divine, next we explore a Hindu
view of human nature: what is the
problem for humanity?
Following the identification of
ignorance of the true nature of the
Self as the problem, the next section
deals with some responses to this
problem – some paths back to the
Divine. The final section explores the
implications of how Hindus might live
in relation to the Divine in the form of
the Goddess.
In this publication we have referred
to the names of the gods and
goddesses without titles, although
many Hindus would denote the deity
by adding their title, e.g. Lord Krishna,
Prince Ram, or using Mata (meaning
mother/mother goddess) after
females, e.g. Durga Mata.
Stephen Pett
Editor
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A view from inside Hinduism
What matters most in British Hinduism
at the moment?

We wanted an insider view
on Hinduism in the UK so
we asked Neera Vyas to
answer some questions for
us. Neera teaches RE at
Darland School in Rossett,
near Wrexham.
Here are her thoughtful
and thought-provoking
answers. An extended
version of this interview is
available to subscribers on
our website.

What do you want young people to
know about Hinduism in 21st-century
Britain?
Hinduism is the oldest faith still
practised by large numbers of
people globally today. It is both very
varied and continually evolving – for
some it’s their cultural identity, for
others heritage, and for yet others
it’s the spirituality of the faith that
matters. Hinduism began in India
but its roots are in the practices of
Southern Dravidian cultures and
Northern Aryan culture, thus from
the start it was an amalgamation of
differing and at times complex belief
systems. To follow Sanatan Dharma
(eternal way) is to live one’s life in
engagement with any of the myriad
aspects of the faith.
‘Hinduism’ is an accepted social
label, but is only a geographical
term from the Indus valley where
evidence of early practice of this
faith first emerged. Due to its history
and geography then, Hinduism
mostly has followers who live in India
or have Indian ancestry, for whom
the faith may be cultural identity and
heritage as well as the religion they
follow. However, many prominent
Hindus in the UK (and Europe) are
from the indigenous population. They
have chosen to embrace Sanatan
Dharma, often because spiritual and
moral tenets of the faith appeal to
their conscience.
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I believe the most pertinent issue
is identity and profile. While it is
extremely useful to engage in
interfaith dialogue, there is always a
danger of some people speaking for
all members of the faith and perhaps
not always representing views from
the faith in their entirety. Also there
can be confusion between religion
and tradition/culture where some
groups promote and uphold some
Hindu values sometimes at the
expense of other, perhaps more
important, values.

Neera Vyas

For most Hindus, Sanatan Dharma is
a personal spiritual path, enhanced
by community and cultural events.
It is also, for most, separate from
their national identity: hence the
majority of British-born Hindus and
those who have lived in the UK for
any length of time, while retaining
a fondness for ‘mother’ countries,
tend to support their native/adopted
country and ‘Team GB’ in sports and
other competitive arenas. Nationality
gets especially complicated for the
large number of British Hindus whose
families have come to the UK via
East Africa – in some cases after
several generations, making India
an ancestral home quite removed
from their life experience. Faith,
however, remains constant in that
the identification is clearly ‘Hindu’;
but what ‘being Hindu’ means can
vary from family to family, person to
person.

For example, there is a current
debate over open-air cremation. Due
to the plethora of Hindu scripture,
evidence can be found to support
both the benefits of cremation as
a means to help release the atman
as well as negating this as a faith
‘requirement’, since death is itself
the atman leaving the body. Some
Hindus are demanding provision for
open-air cremation as a human right.
Others, including some respected
scholars, have spoken about the
greater religious duty to find concord
and obey the law of the land unless
it is seriously unjust; cremation is easily
available in the UK and scripturally it
can be argued that what happens
to the body after death is irrelevant,
since the atman has already moved
on at the time of death.
The profile of Hinduism in the UK
is positive overall. Many Hindus
are in the public eye through
media, TV and business, as well
as many non-Hindus embracing
and enjoying Hindu religious and
cultural celebrations such as Divali
and Festival Melas. Perhaps more
importantly, very many Hindus are
responsible and active citizens, who
contribute positively to their societies,
thereby truly living Sanatan Dharma.
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What are the questions that Hindus
worry about? What are the issues that
concern the Hindu community?

What are your favourite stories from
the Hindu tradition? Why are these so
special?

The same issues as everyone else!
Social cohesion, environment, global
poverty and warfare, personal
opportunities – education, careers,
health. British Hindus are human
beings concerned about themselves,
their friends and families, their society
and the larger world. Different Hindus
will give you different answers,
shaped by their individual experience
and circumstances.

The account of Lord Ganesh writing
down the Mahabharat, as recited
by the sage Vyas, is precious to me
due to the link with my family name
‘Vyas’. It was and still is a source of
great wonder and it intrigues me
that a ‘story’ containing apparently
mythical figures (elephant-headed
god??!) features a wise man whose
name I share.

Some older Hindus in larger cities
may voice concerns about the rise of
sheltered accommodation for Hindus,
meaning that families may use this
as an alternative to the traditional
care for elderly relatives by extended
family. Yet others may view this same
development as a great opportunity
to live with others their own age with
both independence and support
when needed.
For some Hindus who live in sparser
populations with a very small or nonexistent Hindu community, the worry
may be that of losing their cultural
heritage due to the lack of a mandir
and social events.
Do you have a favourite image that
means a lot to you?
Yes – Lord Ganesh means a lot.
Although I prefer to meditate rather
than worship at a shrine, my home
is filled with images of ‘Ganpati’; he
makes me smile and gladdens my
heart! I also have a huge affinity
for elephants and cannot really
say which came first – my love
for Ganpati or for elephants. Lord
Ganesh serves always to remind
humans that we are not more
important than other creatures, just
different from them and charged
with taking care of them.

I also love the tales of Lord Krishna
flirting with the maidens and, on one
occasion, even stealing their clothes
when they went to bathe in the
river! Humanising the Divine in this
way is, I believe, really important in
opening up a spiritual connection for
young people. If God is something or
someone too great to engage fully
with, to be only feared and revered,
then for many young people religion
can become a yoke – something
you have to do rather than want to,
leading later perhaps to rejection of
faith altogether. While I firmly believe
each person should be totally
free to believe whatever they will,
allowing young people to engage
with different ideas of the Divine is a
lovely way to give them access to
what may be an incredible spiritual
journey for them.
What issues do you want RE teachers
to remember when they plan to
teach about Hinduism?
1 There are many ways to be a
Hindu. To follow Sanatan Dharma
is really to find one’s own path to
the Divine: all rituals, customs and
‘rules’ are only a possible way to
be a Hindu, not the way – there is
no one way.
2 Involve Hindu pupils. If you have
them in your school, do not be
afraid to ask them and/or their
families to help you, especially
with artefacts, costumes and the
like. But be prepared for practices
and beliefs that are different from
any you may have researched or
what’s in your resources.

3 Get active! Don’t be worried
about ‘learning by doing’. As long
as the intention is to educate,
there’s no reason why the teacher
or students cannot enact Hindu
rituals such as puja or the janoi
ceremony. Give your kinaesthetic
learners a treat! Explore and use
methods of meditation in the
classroom – this helps in all areas
of learning as well as providing a
‘Hindu experience’.
4 Don’t forget the philosophical
aspects of the faith. Debate key
teachings and unpack text from
scripture so it’s not all about
what’s done but why it’s done,
too.
5 Differentiate between religious
and cultural traditions. How much
these are and should be entwined
can be a whole area of study in
itself.
6 Don’t be afraid! Hinduism is
complicated but learners find it
both interesting and refreshing,
so it’s a good way to enliven
lessons. I’ve found over the years
that many young people who
generally disengage in RE find a
spiritual connection to Hinduism
due to the openness of the
faith. Often atheist and agnostic
students find they are intrigued
by ideas such as karmic debt or
human beings and animals being
equal.
Sanatan Dharma is intellectually
and spiritually liberating, while
cultural Hinduism can at times
be oppressive and restrictive,
although it can also be a great
source of good works (sewa),
sense of community and
social identity. It’s important to
acknowledge and explore more
than one aspect of this ancient
and complex faith if one is to
present a ‘true’ picture of it.
These pages are written for teachers,
but why not get your older students
to use this interview?
• They might identify what is most
important to Neera.
• They could reflect on any
comments that surprised or
puzzled them.
• They could devise some more
questions they would like to ask.
• They might ask these same
questions of other Hindus and see
what different answers they give.

RE Today
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Starting to study Hinduism:
empathy game
In groups, students should do the activity below. It is worth having a Christmas scene displayed on a screen in the
classroom. (The sketch below is available to subscribers on the RE Today website.) You will probably need to tell your
students that you will only accept a translation of the Martian report in English – although you may wait for them to ask . . .
After sufficient time to draft a report, ask one student from each group to read his/her report.

You are Martians. You have exceedingly high intelligence, and
X-ray vision. You are on a mission to explore other parts of
the solar system. Your instructions are to land on Earth and
regularly report back to your base. You do not speak any Earth
languages. You have no knowledge of Earth or human beings.
Your ship lands near a human dwelling place. You approach the
building and, looking through the wall, you see a scene which
you observe closely. Using your highly developed intelligence
you write a short
report to your base to
say what is going on.
(We know that the
Martian is looking into
a living room. In the
middle of the room is
a Christmas tree, and
members of the family
are putting presents
at the foot of the
tree. The Martians, of
course, do not know
this.)
Write your report.
After reading some reports discuss the ideas below:
Given that the Martians had very high
intelligence, did they interpret the
scene correctly?

What would they need to do in order
to have an accurate picture of what
was happening?

Most students recognise that the
Martians misunderstood what was
happening. Some might have
thought the TV was controlling the
scene, or that the presents were
fuel for a space craft, or food for
a living being; or that the humans
were worshipping the tree, bowing
before it. It would be very difficult to
get to the Christian meaning and
significance of Christmas from this
evidence.

Students will understand that learning
the language would help, or having
someone who could interpret for
them. Asking the people in the
scene would be very important, as
would observing them over a long
period of time, and looking into their
writings to find out what was behind
the actions in the scene.
The point of this exercise is for
students to see that however
intelligent you are, you are likely
to make mistakes when trying to
describe what is going on in an
unfamiliar way of life.

You need the right attitude: an open
mind and a willingness not to jump
to conclusions. You need suitable
methods, too: asking, interviewing,
observing, researching.
The lessons learned from this activity
can be referred to throughout a
series of lessons on Hinduism, and
other faiths.
This illustration is available
for subscribers to
download from the RE
Today website: www.retoday.org.uk

W

This activity is from Robert Jackson and Dermot Killingley, used with their permission. It is found in their excellent book,
Approaches to Hinduism (John Murray, London, 1988), pp.24-5.
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Learning activities
The three activities on this
page provide entry points for
understanding Hindu concepts of
the divine. To many Hindus, the facet
of their religion they would most
like non-Hindus to grasp is the belief
that the many deities of Hinduism
are all manifestations of Brahman.
What is the relationship between
Brahman (the ultimate reality) and
the large number of deities evident in
Hinduism? How can this relationship
be understood and expressed?

Activity 1

Expressing
beliefs

Ask students to:
1 Choose somebody they know
well and list all the different skills
and qualities they think the person
has.
2 Draw the person they chose in a
way that represents all the skills
and qualities they identified.
3 Share their ideas with the class.
What do they notice? What
devices have been used to
represent multiple skills and
qualities? How effective are they?
4 Consider one or more murtis
(image of a deity), e.g. Lakshmi,
Shiva, Vishnu. What beliefs
about God (Brahman) are they
representing?

Activity 2 Avatars

Activity 3

Ask students to:

This activity uses a morphing
sequence found on the CLEO
website – www.cleo.net.uk

1 Identify as many places as they
can where they have come across
the word ‘avatar’ (e.g. computer
games, Second Life, films,
Facebook).
2 Explain what is conveyed by the
use of the word ‘avatar’ in each
example they identify.
3 Explore the idea of an avatar they
might design as their online
persona. Some students might
be able and willing to give their
own example. Ask students to
consider what their choice of
‘avatar’ might be for a social
networking site. What might their
own online ‘avatar’ express about
them and how is this different to
how they present themselves in
other contexts (e.g. to their family
and friends)? What might be the
relationship between their online
avatar and their real self?
4 Find out what the word ‘avatar’
means in the context of Hindu
tradition.

Expressing

(Choose:
==>

RE – key stage 3

==>

Multimedia exploration of
Gujurat Hindu Temple

==>

God, gods, goddesses).

It shows the symbol AUM morphing
into Ganesh, Rama and Durga.
Show students the sequence and ask
them to:
• identify what idea they think the
morphing sequence is showing
• evaluate the effectiveness of
morphing in conveying the idea of
Brahman
• suggest what advice the web
authors would need if they were
to consider developing similar
sequences for Christian and Sikh
beliefs about God.

5 Speculate if an avatar (of God)
was to visit the earth in the twentyfirst century, what situation do they
think would prompt the visit, and
what message would be brought
to humankind?

5 Suggest other pictorial
representations that could express
the same idea, e.g. a diamond has
many facets.
Wikipedia provides a useful table
indicating the main symbols
attributed to some Hindu deities. See:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hindu_
iconography#Table_of_symbols

The sacred symbol Aum; the sound
representing the ultimate; the most
sacred of Hindu words.
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What do Hindu texts say about God?
Activity 4
An approach through the
senses
Invite pupils to relax using a
breathing exercise such as the one
given on the right.
Explain to students that you are going
to read to them some words from the
Bhagavad Gita. Say that the words
are spoken by Lord Krishna, one of
the most popular deities for many
Hindus, and describe God.
Ask students to:
• listen to the words and imagine
the sound or perfume or taste or
picture that comes to mind.
• think about what the words might
mean to a Hindu. What are they
saying about God?
• talk about the descriptions of
Lord Krishna they have heard.
Draw together what they are all
saying about him.

Preparation

Preparing to reflect

An important aspect of this activity
is the range of resources available
to support reflection. A variety of
suggestions are given below as
starting points for your own ideas,
based on the extract from the
Bhagavad Gita below.

Script

• sounds – e.g. water (interior water
fountain or bowl of water trickling
through fingers); a breeze blowing
through trees
• taste e.g. spring water
• smell e.g. newly mown grass;
compost; flowers
• fire e.g. a radiant heater switched
on; the heat from a candle
• images e.g. ocean waves;
mountains; lightning; lion; shark;
banyan tree

• let your eyes close gently . . . or
look at the floor or the ceiling . . .
so as not to distract others . . .
• breathe slowly and silently . . .
noticing the way your breath
enters and leaves your body . . .
• as you breathe in . . . begin
counting (in your mind) . . . each
time you breathe in, count to four .
. . one . . . two . . . three . . . four . . .
• each time you breathe out, count
to four . . . one . . . two . . . three . . .
four . . . and then start again . . .
• if your mind wanders, bring it back
gently and start from one again .

• Lord Krishna e.g. poster; murti.

Reflections: a resource bank of
reflective activities, including guided
visualisations, for use in RE (2nd edn,
ed. Rosemary Rivett, RE Today 2004)
ISBN 978-1-904024-07-1.

• choose one or more of
the statements and create a
presentation to express Hindu
ideas/beliefs about Lord Krishna.
Talk about how similar or different
these ideas are to their own ideas.
• create their own visual/multimedia
presentation of another passage
or story from a Hindu sacred text
which describes the attributes
of God or another key concept
or idea important to Hindus, e.g.
Svetaketu and the salt water, from
the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad
http://www.balagokulam.org/kids/
stories/uddalaka.php

• sit comfortably . . . with your back
straight . . . feet on the floor . . .
hands in your lap . . . relaxed . . .

Lord Krishna says . . .
I am the taste of water.
I am the light of the sun and moon.
I am the original fragrance of the earth.
I am the heat in f ire.
I am the life of all that lives.
Of lights I am the radiant sun.
Among stars I am the moon.
Of bodies of water I am the ocean.
Of immovable things I am the Himalayas.
Of trees I am the banyan-tree.
Of weapons I am the thunderbolt.
Among beasts I am the lion.
Of purif iers I am the wind.
Of f ishes I am the shark.
Of f lowing rivers I am the Ganges.
Of seasons I am f lower-bearing spring.
Of secret things I am silence.
Know that all opulent, beautiful and glorious creations
spring from but a spark of my splendour.

Based on the Bhagavad Gita chapters 7 and 10
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