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Should Catholics perform Bharatanatyam?
http://www.womenofgrace.com/blog/?p=46894#more-46894
By Susan Brinkmann, January 27, 2016

TM writes: “I have a question to submit to you about an Indian dance called Bharatanatyam. I am of Indian origin, a practicing Catholic, and so is my family. A question came up in our family about whether this Indian dance should be practiced as an art. Some of my family members took these dance classes when they were young, predominantly girls. It is common for Indian families, Christian or not, to send their daughters to these classes for merely the art of dancing with no spiritual meaning. Can you please comment as to whether Christians should be learning this art?”
For those who never heard of it, Bharatanatyam is classical Indian dance which is also known as natya yoga. It is believed to have been first practiced as a sacred dance by Narada, a divine sage from the Vaishnava tradition of Hinduism. Dating back 2,000 years, another famous sage named Bharata codified it in a Sanskrit text called the Natya Shastra.

“The Natya Shastra is one of the fundamental treatises on Indian drama and aesthetics,” explains the Cultural India website. “Natya Shastra divides dance into two distinct forms - nritta, and nritya. 
In nritta, focus is on mastery of abstract hand gestures and movements, whereas the dancer employs a complex system of hand signals and body language to depict emotional expressions in nritya.”

The dance flourished in the Hindu temples of South India where temple dancers named devadasis or “servants of god” made it a part of the temple ritual.

Typical parts of the dance include a prayer to the Hindu god, Ganesh, followed by the todayamangalam, which is a dance created to show respect toward this god. The dancing is often accompanied by a poem with a devotional or romantic theme, as well as the padam, which is the most lyrical part of the performance where devotion is shown toward the Supreme Being, or of the love between a man and woman or mother and child.

As to whether or not a Catholic should participate in this kind of dance, there is quite a bit of controversy over that question similar to the controversy raging over yoga. Because Bharatanatyam was created as a sacred dance used in the worship of Hindu gods, many Christians have tried to “christianize” it to make it more palatable to Indian Christian audiences, much like Westerners have done with traditional yoga. This has angered many Hindus who are very offended by these attempts to “hijack” Bharatanatyam1.
However, there are some Indian Catholics who have no problem performing the Bharatanatyam because of its deep immersion in Indian culture2.

I see a distinction between this practice and yoga in that many yoga asanas are positions of worship to Hindu gods whereas the movements in Bharatanatyam are designed to express emotion; however, the dance in itself was designed to be devotional.

As a Catholic, I would not recommend participation in Bharatanatyam3.
1Christianizing Bharatanatyam 

http://defence.pk/threads/christianizing-bharatanatyam.301953/ 

Discussion in 'Central & South Asia' started by Hermione, February 26, 2014 

Christian Denigration of Indian Spiritual Dance
From the 17th century onwards, Christian missionaries made scathing attacks on the Indian classical dance form seeing it as a heathen practice. This was often expressed by attacking the devadasi system on the grounds of human rights. The devadasis were temple dancers, dedicated in childhood to a particular deity. The system was at its peak in the 10th and 11th centuries, but a few hundred years later, the traditional system of temples protected by powerful kings had faded away under Mughal rule especially since the Mughals turned it into popular entertainment devoid of spirituality. The devadasi system degenerated in some cases into temple dancers used for prostitution, although the extent of this was exaggerated by the colonialists. 

Many of the English educated elites of India accepted the colonial condemnation of their heritage and apologized for its "primitiveness." Some of them turned into Hindu reformers, and found the devadasi system detestable for moral and even social-hygienic reasons. Rani David, the founder of Kalairani Natya Saalai in Maryland, USA, (strategically located right next to a prominent Hindu temple) is even more blatant about Christianizing the Bharatanatyam. Her website does not hesitate to reveal her disdain of Hindu symbols that are a part of Bharatanatyam, and her vow to remove them from the dance. She wants to make Bharatanatyam non-Hindu:
At one of the elaborate 'Salangai poojai', in spite of her conviction, she was embarrassed because her Christian values would not permit her to bow down before a statue, whether one of Nataraja, Mary or even Jesus Christ. It was then that she vowed to herself that one day she would fashion this beautiful art into one that could not be exclusively claimed by any one religion. That vow began its fulfillment at Edwina Bhaskaran's arangetram in '92 when a patham on Christ, 'Yesuvaiyae thoothi sei', was included. [15]
But her initial posture of pluralism leads to an exclusively Christian dance as an innovation of which she is proud:
Edwina’s grandfather, Elder Edwin, congratulated Rani and inquired, “can you stage a full program with only Christian items?” Consequently, 'Yesu-Yesu-Yesu' a two hour program on Christ was innovated and staged first in Maryland and then taken on tour to many parts of USA. [16]
Rani David is also proud of her collaborations with Father Barboza and other Indian Christians. In an article tellingly titled, “The Concept of Christianizing”, she begins by comparing the problems of Bharatanatyam with similar problems supposedly found in the Bible, making her assessment seem even-handed:
History of Bharatanatyam reveals that it was misused by religious people and became a social stigma. Likewise, the word “dance” itself in the Bible has had two bad sinful references: once with the Israelites and the golden calf and the other by Salome who danced before Herod. [17]
In the next sentences this facade of equal treatment is replaced by focusing on the positive aspects of dance only in the Bible. Citing particular verses that mention dance, she concludes:
Dance is strongly implied to be present in God’s Kingdom. But is there an unquestionable support? Yes, in Psalms 149:3 and 150:4 there are definite commands to include dances in the praising of God! One can hardly get any more definite than that![18]
In other words, when dance is condemned in the Bible, it maps onto the Hindu nature of Bharatanatyam and both share the problem equally; but when dance is positively depicted in the Bible it is solely a Christian phenomenon without Hindu parallels.
What is neatly glossed over is the obvious fact that Bharatanatyam was developed, institutionally nourished and theologically refined within Hinduism precisely because it is a tradition of embodied spirituality that valorizes the body both male and female, and even animal whereas the Abrahamic tradition, precisely because of its obsession with sin and fears of idolatry, has stifled the possibility of such bodily representation as a divine medium.[19]
Rani David then explains the challenges in trying to make Hinduism and Christianity co-exist in the dance. She states that there are two major differences that we cannot overlook. Hinduism is liberal and will accept anything good as sacred. Christianity, on the other hand, is based on a zealous (sic) God who commands you cannot worship any other gods. Christian form of worship is simplicity; that is why you see Christians dressed in white when they go to church. But a Hindu devotee believes in elaboration in worship. The more you beautify, the more acceptable! So where does one bring in Bharatanatyam? It is not an easy task to merge the two worlds. It was the Catholic priest, Father Barboza, who laid down some definite mudras which you see displayed on this page. With the idea of making a universal adaptation, I have used some of these mudras in my choreography. [20]
Anita Ratnam, a prominent dancer, goes even further and claims in her 2007 event in Maryland: Rani David laid down facts and demonstrated that Christianity existed along with Bharatanatyam and Sanga Thamizh, but history lost in time has given Christianity a western outlook. [21]
It is interesting to note how self-conscious and strategic the various Christians are when engaged in this cross-religious activity. Their Christianity is very explicitly present in their minds and they are deliberate in making their strategic choices. On the other hand, Hindus engaged in such cross-religious activities are easily lost in ideas of "everything is the same" and "there is no us and them." One side (i.e. Christian) has a strategy and is constantly reworking it and perfecting it, in order to expand itself. The other side (i.e. Hindu) is naively unconcerned, and unwilling to see this is a competitive arena.

Christianizing Bharatanatyam
Reproducing a letter from a Rajiv Malhotra discussion group.
Dear All,
I came back from MTS temple yesterday disappointed hearing a shocking news! Heard it from a senior couple who were equally disappointed.
There was an arangetram where a student danced
· Without invocation to Lord Ganesha; Nataraja murthy was relegated to the back of stage, hardly visible. Instead it was Jesus and Christian motifs all over.
· She danced only to compositions highlighting, guess who, it was Jesus!
Who was the Dance teacher involved in this sacrilegious act? Unfortunately it was the same person who was involved in glorifying Tipu Sultan, the mass murderer of Hindus in one of HKV events few years ago. 
After Tipu debacle we had a healthy conversation and I was hoping this would not recur as I had made her aware of importance of knowing historical facts and cultural grounding required before embarking on such items. And who helped with compositions replacing Hindu terminologies with Christian terms? I am told it was another renowned Singer in local circles. Worse, she actually sang it during the event. It was the student’s CONDITION that she will NOT dance having Hindu deities around and to existing compositions (because they praise Hindu deities) - both the teacher and the composer/singer succumbed to a mere blackmail by a rank outsider, a student at that! A hardcore Christian student made two of our (supposedly) traditionalists dance to her tune!
Perverse indeed! Our own people are knowingly/unknowingly encouraging the decimation/erasure of our civilization without understanding the big picture! Last time Hindus fell into this trap was when Leela Samson misled the organizers during an event in Houston and some of us protested, only then situation was salvaged. Please see our blog: Christianizing Bharatanatyam especially the section Christian Denigration of Indian Spiritual Dance (Further Indic scholar Rajiv Malhotra explained via eMail how this is dangerous)
In Summary: There is NO problem with a person doing Bharatanatyam regardless of his/her own faith. That’s not the issue. Let’s not misrepresent the issue. If a Judeo-Christian person does the dance AUTHENTICALLY as per Hindu Natya Shastra that would be fine. But many Christians have difficulty doing it this way, because it conflicts with their Christian indoctrination - worship of "false gods" and "idols" and so forth. When a dancer performs a gesture, mantra or ritual to a Hindu deity, say Shiva or Ganesha, is that dancer feeling the deity as GOD? Or it is felt internally as a "secular" or "cultural" symbol of "out of respect for our ancestors"? If the Christian dancer is clear and not self-deceptive that indeed the deity IS GOD then there is no issue - but then the padre in his/her church won’t be happy. 
What should be done to avoid this in future? Dance/Music/Arts teachers - Please limit your greed and crass commercialization of our ethos. Please wake up and read up on the threats to our civilization! Like Rajiv Malhotra says "Don't enable Digestion". Don't teach missionary "Christian" students who are not appreciative of Dharma. Don't discard our ethos and bend the rules to accommodate someone’s exclusivist tendencies. Our traditions are not bound by copyright laws and anyone can learn as long as the traditions are respected, duly accredited and are not used as Trojan horses of Inculturation. And of course, some extra dollars are NOT worth it if they are going to be Trojan Horses out to destroy our civilization.
Best regards
P 
There is more on the christianizing of Bharatanatyam on the web page if a reader is interested…


2Dancing for God: Christian dancer steps into her Indian heritage
http://blog.al.com/living-times/2010/07/dancing_for_god_christian_danc.html
By Kay Campbell, Huntsville, AL, July 9, 2010The Huntsville Times 
She will be wearing a bindi, the decorative forehead dot that can signify devotion to a Hindu deity, and stepping through the intricacies of the stories of Hindu gods, but on Saturday, Neetu Scariya, 18, will be dancing for God as a Christian during her recital. 
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"Anyone can learn from these myths," Neetu said last week as she demonstrated some of the dance steps in the living room of her Hampton Cove home. "My teacher always explains the details of the dances. Many of the dances show how we all get immersed in material things. Instead, we should focus on the Almighty."

"Dance is my meditation."

Scariya, who emigrated from India to the U.S. with her parents, Dr. Geetha Scariya Jacob and Dr. Scariya Kumaramangalam, when she was 4, was born into a family that has been Christian for generations. Legend has it that St. Thomas himself planted the first Christian communities in India.

In the family's home city of Trivandrum, in the state of Kerala lying along India's southwest spice coast, the vibrant religious diversity of India has always enhanced the rich layers of the city's personality, said Dr. Geetha Jacob.

"Where I'm from, there is a Hindu temple here, a mosque here, a Christian church here, a Jewish temple here - it was all together,” Jacob said.

Jacob encouraged Neetu to study the demanding Hindu dance forms as a way for her to learn the complicated culture of India, a culture born of the interrelated myths that come from the Hindu traditions and teachings. Some Christians, Jacob said, will not allow their children to participate in these dances because of their historic connection to Hindu worship rituals.
Jacob doesn't see it that way.

"There is only one God," she said. "These dances now are more cultural than religious."

Bharatanatyam, as the history of the dance has it, was invented by Brahma, the Hindu creator god, in preparation for a time of chaos and anger when people would no longer be able to understand the written scriptures. The dances are designed to communicate the truths and stories of scriptures in a way that both enlightens and delights. 

For the first several thousand years, only specially dedicated and celibate ministers, called devadasis, were allowed to dance the Bharatanatyam. Today, the dances are seen as primarily cultural, rather than religious, exhibitions.

Composed of hundreds of steps and postures and thousands of hand and face gestures, the dances re-create the truths of the Vedas in a sacred choreography. Neetu has spent more than a decade learning the sign language and developing the physical skills needed to perform the dances. After her first teacher, Dr. Roopa Chandrasekhar, moved from Huntsville, she fit lessons with the now Birmingham-based Suma Vitta around her studies at Randolph School and in piano, voice, violin and veena, an ancient Indian lute.

One of the skills Neetu has had to learn is to tamp down her naturally brilliant smile to project the serene composure of the adult dancer.

"I'm not supposed to smile too much," Neetu said, posing for a photo, explaining why she was suppressing her broad smile. "As a more professional dancer, I'm supposed to be dignified." 
The dances are inherently dignified. Beginning with the stylized request for blessing from her guru, the audience and from God, the dances alternate between jathis, the quick repetition of the dancer's vocabulary of steps and poses, and a danced mime of some of the best-known images and stories of Hinduism: Krishna playing his flute, anger, battles, pride, love, defeat, and ultimate joy.

Neetu's arangetram will include an introduction by Suma Vitta and an explanation of each story that will be danced. Her recital will include 10 individual dances, including one that will last about 20 minutes.

Neetu completes the arangetram just weeks before she moves into a dormitory at Notre Dame University, where she will likely major in the sciences. She's not sure how much she'll dance in the future, even though she has found peace and wisdom in the dancing.
"I enjoy it because it's so hard, and now that I've gotten over this, I want to finish it," Neetu said. "And I have learned from this - you can learn moral lessons from it. One of the recurring themes of these dances is that good triumphs over evil."

Arangetram
Neetu Scariya will have her Bharatanatyam Arangetram, the formal recital that concludes reaching full proficiency in the intricacies of one of India's most ancient dance forms, Saturday, 2:30 p.m., in The New Room of Trinity United Methodist Church, 607 Airport Road. The public is welcome.
3Susan Brinkmann’s bottom line is commendable. But her usually thorough research is wanting in this case.

Her article is clear and concise but is not deep enough and wide enough for one to get a thorough picture of an issue that even I had experienced difficulty in researching. She provided links to two articles that she had referred to and which I reproduced as footnotes 1 and 2. From both of them, it is quite evident that the dance form is intrinsically Hindu (not Indian cultural), that Hindus object to Christians’ hijacking of their spiritual heritage, and that there are some Christians who can and will justify their religious indifferentism and pluralistic worldviews with arguments that faithful Catholics cannot accept. 
If yoga cannot be baptized as “Christian yoga”, neither can Bharatanatyam.

My study of the Hindu (by Ms. Brinkmann’s own conclusions) dance form is that it as spiritually dangerous for Catholics to perform Bharatanatyam as is yoga (which Ms. Brinkmann unequivocally condemns, see below) because of the former’s strong association with Hindu deities and places of worship, and because it goes hand in hand with compromise on many other Catholic/Christian matters***. 

YOGA-SUSAN BRINKMANN 
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/YOGA-SUSAN_BRINKMANN.doc
***RELATED FILES
BHARATANATYAM-I 

http://ephesians-511.net/docs/BHARATANATYAM-I.doc
DANCING AND BHARATANATYAM IN THE MASS 
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/DANCING_AND_BHARATANATYAM_IN_THE_MASS.doc 

HINDU RELIGIOUS MARK ON THE FOREHEAD 18-BHARATANATYAM-DANCING PRIESTS WEAR 
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/HINDU_RELIGIOUS_MARK_ON_THE_FOREHEAD_18-BHARATANATYAM-DANCING_PRIESTS_WEAR.doc
BHARATANATYAM AT HOLY MASS AT CATHEDRAL OF ST THOMAS IN MADRAS-MYLAPORE ARCHDIOCESE 
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/BHARATANATYAM_AT_HOLY_MASS_AT_CATHEDRAL_OF_ST_THOMAS_IN_MADRAS-MYLAPORE_ARCHDIOCESE.doc
