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India celebrates Lord Shiva’s festival
http://mattersindia.com/2016/03/india-celebrates-lord-shivas-festival/
Matters India, New Delhi, March 7, 2016

Prime Minister Narendra Modi on Monday greeted the nation on the auspicious occasion of Maha Shivratri which is being celebrated with devotion and religious fervor throughout the country.
“Maha Shivratri greetings to everyone,” Prime Minister Modi tweeted.

Devotees in large numbers thronged Shiva temples during the day.

People offered holy water and held special prayers at the Kashi Vishwanath temple in Varanasi, in the northern Indian state of Uttar Pradesh.

In Ayodhya, another town in the same state, devotees prayed in Nageshwarnath temple after taking holy dip in Saryu River.

In Allahabad people bathed at the confluence of Ganga and Yamuna and offered holy waters at various Shiva temples.

Maha Shivratri is celebrated on the 6th night of the dark Phalgun (February or March) in the Indian calendar. It is believed that Lord Shiva was married to Parvati on this day.

Shivratri fast is considered to be the most important fast for the devotees of Lord Shiva.

Shiva Purana states that if a devotee observes Shivaratri Vrata (fast) with sincerity, pure devotion and love he is blessed with the divine grace of Lord Shiva.

The festival has fallen on a Monday after 12 years.

Why is Mahashivratri celebrated?

There are various theories to the origins of this Hindu festival. It symbolizes the night when Lord Shiva performed the famous ‘Tandava Nritya’ (cosmic dance).

The term Mahashivratri is derived from the three words – Maha (big), Shiva, Ratri (night). It is thus, a night to celebrate Lord Shiva in all his glory. It literally translates into – The great night of Shiva.

Mahashivratri is also supposedly marks when Lord Shiva got married to Goddess Parvati. Thus, the day is doubly auspicious as the cosmos witnessed a convergence of two mighty divine powers.

According to spiritual guru Sad guru, the significance of Mahashivratri differs from person to person. For a family man, it is Lord Shiva’s wedding anniversary. And for ascetics, the night marks the moment when Lord Shiva went ‘absolutely still’ and became one with Mount Kailash.

How is Mahashivratri celebrated?

The day is celebrated by observing a fast. The fast is dedicated to Lord Shiva. Shiva Lingas (phallus) are bathed with water, milk and honey, signifying purification of the soul. After this, vermilion paste is applied to it, representing virtue. In addition, flowers, fruits and bel leaves are offered to Shiva Lingas across the country, marking gratification of desire.

Incense is burnt and lamps lit to mark the occasion. People get together in temples and chant ‘Om Namah Shivaya’ all night long.

The 14th day of every lunar month (the darkest night) is called Shivratri. There are 12 Shivratris in the year, but on Mahashivratri is the planetary positions are aligned favorably, evoking spiritual energies.

The northern hemisphere is positioned such a way that every person’s inner spiritual energy surges. Devotees hold nigh vigils with prayers and chants to use this opportunity well.
Odisha artist creates miniature Shiv Linga with pencil nib
http://mattersindia.com/2020/02/odisha-artist-creates-miniature-shiv-linga-with-pencil-nib/
Matters India, Khurda, February 21, 2020
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On the occasion of Maha Shivratri, famous miniature artist L Eswar Rao crafted a miniature model of ‘Shiva Linga’ on a pencil nib and on the stone inside a small bottle.
Rao is a native of Jatni village in Khurda district, some 20 km northwest of the state capital of Bhubaneswar.

Speaking to ANI news agency, Rao said, “On the auspicious occasion of Mahashivratri, I crafted the smallest 0.5 inches stone-made ‘Shiva Linga’ inside a bottle and 0.5cm on a pencil nib. I took two days for stone made inside the smallest bottle and a day for work on pencil nib.” He added, “It was very tough to fix four small pieces of soft stones inside a bottle to craft a Shiva Linga.”

Rao had earlier carved the world cup trophy on a pencil tip using tamarind seeds as a tribute to the Indian team. Ahead of Christmas last year, he had created church inside a bottle.

Maha Shivaratri, which fell on February 21 this year, is a major festival in Hinduism annually observed in honor of Lord Shiva which is also known as ‘The Great Night of Shiva’.

On this day devotees worship Lord Shiva, observe a strict fast and do various religious activities to please Lord Shiva. Devotees further believe that by pleasing Lord Shankara on the auspicious Shivaratri day, a person is absolved of past sins and is blessed with Moksha or salvation.

The day marks a remembrance of overcoming darkness and ignorance in life and the world. It is said that Maha Shivaratri marks the anniversary of the cosmic dance performed by Lord Shiva. According to another belief, this is the day when Lord Shiva and Goddess Parvati got married.

Jesuit presents correct understanding of Hinduism
http://mattersindia.com/2020/02/jesuit-presents-correct-understanding-of-hinduism/
Matters India Book Review, February 13, 2020

Author: Joseph Vellaringatt, SJ
Media House, Delhi
INR 320
The book ‘An Introduction to Hinduism’ is primarily addressed to Christians. But people belonging to other religions also can draw much profit from it. The purpose of writing this book is to free the followers of other religions, especially Christians, from all prejudices towards Hinduism so that they can look with respect and admiration not only on Hinduism, but also on their Hindu brothers and sisters. Only then can, through interreligious dialogue, a feeling of kinship and good will among all religions can be established in place of the fast-spreading virus of communalism and fundamentalism in India.

The introductory chapter deals with the correct attitude we need to have towards other religions. The documents of the Second Vatican Council of the Catholic Church (1962-65) present this attitude. Concerning the Church the Council asserts: “She looks with sincere respect upon those ways of conduct and of life, those rules and teachings which, though differing in many particulars from what she holds and sets forth, nevertheless often reflect a way of that Truth which enlightens all men.”
Through a detailed explanation of the first verse of the Ishopanishad, “By the Lord enveloped must this all be…” the author presents the core or essence of Hinduism, namely, the widely accepted Hindu understanding of the nature of God (Ish), the world (jagat) and human beings and of their mutual relationship. This is followed by the presentation of some salient features of Hinduism, such as, its antiquity, vitality, spirit of assimilation, tolerance, etc. After listing and briefly explaining the main Hindu religious Scriptures, the book describes the various concepts of God found in Hinduism, starting with the understanding of God found in the Rig Veda, leading to the highest speculative and mystical insights found in the Upanishads.
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Next there is a description of the main deities worshipped in popular Hinduism, namely, Shiva, Vishnu, Brahma, Ganesha and Surya. The various manifestations of the feminine aspect of God also find their due place in this section of the book. The Hindu understanding of God is closely followed by the concept of the human being. The essence or true nature of man is the spirit (atman), which is pure consciousness (chaitanya) like the divine spirit. The individual spirit (jivataman) and the Supreme Spirit (paramatman) are intimately related. Bondage (bandhan) consists in ignorance (avidya) concerning one’s own nature and accounts for the cycle of births and deaths (samsarachakra). Liberation (moksha) consists in the knowledge (vidya) of one’s real nature.

Man’s place in society is defined by the fourfold division of castes and stages of life (Varnashrama). Quoting authoritative sources, the author traces the origin of the caste system and describes the duties of each caste as given in Manusmriti. The life-styles appropriate to the four stages of life are also briefly described. Worship holds a very important place in the life of the Hindus. The book describes the different modes of worship and the meaning of the use of images or idols in worship. The important stages of one’s life is sanctified through the sacraments (samskara). Hence, the chief samskaras are presented in brief along with the common elements found in them.

After describing some household ritual the author presents the three paths of spiritual discipline (sadhana or marga), namely, jnana marga, bhakti marga and karma marga. The Bhagavadgita contains a beautiful synthesis of all the three: individual consciousness is transcended and merged in the Universal Consciousness of the Paramatman, finite love for the individual becomes universal love for the Lord and individual selfish action becomes action for the welfare of the world (lokasamgraha).

Celebrations of festivals occupy an important place among Hindu religious observances. On the occasion of these celebrations God is thanked for his wonderful deeds, especially for the victory of good over evil. It is due to these celebrations that Hinduism possesses great vitality and attraction in spite of the fact that it is one of the oldest religions of the world. The book describes the important festivals, such as, Mahashivaratri, Shri Krishna Janmashtami, Durga Puja, Rama Navami, Rakshabandhan, etc.

Apart from the three margas of spiritual discipline, the book also describes the various elements of Tantric Sadhana, in which through a process of sublimation man is liberated from his bondages and enabled to realize his highest spiritual potentialities. The ideal of asceticism (sannyasa) as described in Hindu scriptures is explained by the author.

The various sannyasa schools are also presented. The eight fold path of Yoga (ashtanga yoga) helps to unite man’s faculties towards the attainment of his spiritual destiny. The final section of the book deals with the lives and teachings of Hindu holy men and women who are held in high esteem and are a source of inspiration for all.
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