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PREFACE 

Ever since the beginning of the Second Vatican Council;'the 
'Ghur~h's-o~ti~ok en:th~ ,non-christian religions, among W'hotn::she 
lives and works has undergone a total change. Christ came to 
sav~ not only man and all that is human, not only what is religious 
but all the religions of the world. Every creature is oriented to
wards Christ whether men are aware of it or not. We must say 
that the religions of the world and all that is religious, are ina 
state of vocation to salvation. Each one of them yearns for Christ 
to have their meaning and fulfilment; they all tend towards 
Christ. 

The Vatican Council passed a special document about the 
relationship of the Church to non-christian religions. It so reads 
"From ancient times down to the present, there has existed 
among diverse peoples a certain perception of that hidden power 
which hovers over the course of things and over the events of 
human life; at times, indeed; recognition can be found of a supreme 
Divinity and of a supreme Father too. Such a perception and 
such a recognition instil the lives of these peoples with a profound 
religious sense. Religions bound up with cultural advancement 
have struggled to reply to these questions-with more refined, 
concepts and in more highly developed language. 'Ihus in 
Hinduism men contemplate the divine mystery and express it 
through searching philosophical enquiry. They seek release from 
the anguish of our condition through ascetical practice or deep 
meditation or a loving, trusting flight toward God" (Non-chris
tians, No.2). 

This book is an extract of the thesis presented at the Ponti
fical Urbanian University in Rome. It is a modest attempt to 
clarify the concept of Trimurti in Hinduism. Here we must con
fess that we could not do full justice to the subject referring to 
the original sanscript texts always. We had to depend mostly 
upon translations in different languages. As the work is intented 
mainly for the Christian readers, the Chapter dealing with the 
Most Holy Trinity has been omitted. 

At this juncture we should like to express our heartfelt 
gratitude to His Ex. Rt. Rev. Dr. Sebastian VayaHJ, Bishop of 
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Palai; to Rev. Fathers Carlo Malari and Cyril B. FapaH, 0 C.D., 
the moderators of this work and also to all those who helped us 
towards the completion of this work. 
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INTRODUCTION 

"There is no difference between you and us. We have the 
gods Brahma, Vishnu and Siva; you have Father, Son and Holy 
Ghost. We call our God, Iswara, while you call the Supreme, 
by the name Daiva (Deus, God)". Perhaps it was this state
ment made by an old illiterate Hindu woman in a household 
conversation many years ago that has given me the inspiration 
to make this study on the principal gods of Hinduism. As a 
matter of fact we were not engaged' in any widely announced 
inter-religious dialogue. It happened casually in the course of 
an ordinary conversation, which is not unusual in the 'ecumenical 
life' . we lead in the villages. Personal experiences have always 
a more forceful impact upon us than mere book knowledge. , 

Ever since the beginning of the Second Vatican Council, the 
teaching Church speaks very often on the worth .and nobility 
of the non-Christian religions. The new attitude adopted by 
the Church when the Council approved the decree on the 'Re
lationship of the Church with the non-Chdstian religions', was 
really a surprise even to many of the council fathers'! 

Formulations of new definitions, suggestions regarding the 
norms to be adopted in inter-religious dialogues, etc.,' naturally 
followed. As it happens very often all these things that cir
culate in the high circles reach the ordinary men only very late. 
But as' for India dialogue and ecumenism between the Church 
and the Hinduism in the daily life of the ordinary man were an 
order of the day even though terms such as Theology, oecume
nism, dialogue, etc;, were unknown to them. Definitions originat
ing from the experiences of daily life are worthier than those 
that result from mere speculative works. 

Hinduism is so vast and so complex that we may not find 
~ny idea of Christianity not touched upon it in one way or 
another. In the religion of the common people the idea of 

1. Cf. John M. Oesterreicher, in Commentary on the Documents of 
Vatican Il,.ed. by Herbert Vorgrimler, vol. iii., New York, 1969, 
p.89. 
'Timid souls were afraid that the Council fathers had come close 
to indifferentism when ):ll'onouncing this principle-"-"Catholic Church 
rejects nothing which ist1'lle and hOly in these religions". 
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Trimfuti is not insignificant though personal gods like Vishnu, 
Siva, Rama and others are' generally worshipped. 

'The s,t1..ldy of ,this trinitarian concepL,of God, is 9tspecial 
hD.PQrt,imce'in our,da.Ys. ," As ,we have alrea~y,seen'1ri: t4,¢ ,b~gip~ 
hi"ng,the 'ordinary 'religious minded people of,thed~untry 'knciw 
someiliin:g of the ldea of God, in differ'entr<::1igiol1's. , B,uf 'ri~ 
one, has' the'sufficient', knowledge to explain it in a' satisfactqry 
miini:tei,' 'nor ~havemany' the .-adequate resources to makC;!fuith-er 
studies. 'The ,philosophers, and otherb.ighlY, ,edh~9.tJd, 'fI~ridll 
leaders, of course,' gh~erationaI' interpr<7t~tions, bllt. tl;t¢y .. rai:~lY 
comedown .t6 iheJevel of t~~ p~~ple' \vh9r.e~liY,'4v¢':a,~o#g 
the"numerous. gogs: and goddesses;, of the ,c~p'ntry. ," 

, OTt ' is, h~*~,,$at ' 'Cpristiam~,;' ~onfronts Hinduism.: The; :,~'s" 
senti,al ~i~ation and yearning for, .man is every w:here, the same. 
The questions he asks, wherever he finds hims!=If to, be are ngt 
different. "He asks what" is the' mea~in.g , and emF Ot; 11£i;;'what 
is the good' and what is sin,wha:tis the way to true happiness 
and what' is the pr~meval and ineffable mystery' of our eXistence 
from ,which derives ,our being and for whiCh itlongs':2 Bu~;,~b 
these 'questions 'he does riot, receive'the', same answer from the 
different people' he may meet '~ith in different nations under di{ 
ferent cultures.' 

God who, is the one 'arid same for all people has :been' act
ing and still: present 'among all peoples for' 'their silvaticln~3 
Out 'present task is to discover this God, otir:.S~viour,: 'who~~ 
presence among them was veiled to our non-Christian' brethren:. 
At the same time we must confess that if we 'could not see 'Christ 
working among the Hindus aIsolintil now; it was be~ausdof 
our human: defects such as egoism,' and' selfishness "iliat";e, :i:tied 
to project even into the realm' of the activity of God: A deep, 
knowledge of, the latter;s religious concept is ,pr~suppOse&'for 

2. Cf. John M. Oesterreicher,,·art,cit., p.89. , 
3. Pope Pius XII, wrote about ,the a11-embracing love of God: "In 

the first place let ,us imitate theuniversaiity' ofms iove. Ids trrie 
that Christ has only one Bride, the Church; yet the love of the 

. ,;-dj,'I!iIle-::'Brid¢groomis~, so' ,universal ;thaf. in His B'r{de'B:e ~mbrades 
witbottL exception every member of the human nice. For our 
Saviour's purpose in shedding His blood was that on the' Cross He 
might reconcile With: God all men, held asunder by natlonality and 
race, and bid them. come together into one Body". Ency~ letter, 
The Mystical Body ,of 'Christ; ~C.T;S. IJOndon, 1964; PP': 5S~S6. 
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evangelisation, in modern, times; , Out' research into the ~Ttii1ita~ 
rian 'concept of God in Hinduism is really in this perspectiVe', 
We are, only just at the starting poipt. We cannot enter into 
this Hindu world without adequa!e preparation: We inust- not 
fail to admit that theirs is a distinct type of religious thought and ' 
life which has been evolving through the centuries and so should 
be treated With due respect. Th~ Church in Indiafacesnot any 
decadent civilisation and superstitiqus worship aspei.-haps -in ,the 
past, but an ancient culture and religion come, tollie,again; re~ 
levant, reinterpreted and'" posing' a chlillenge to the. Gospel.1: 
Again there is' the consciousness, that ,the proclamation doeS :riot 
necessarily mean the kind 'of preaching we are faJ;niliar with~ 
"The basic ide€!- is. that :we keep quietly dis~overing and tel1ing 
o'urselves.' In so doing 'the Church exercises its prophetic ministry: 
it "reflects and declares how ata particular place and, time, ;in 
specific events and developments, God is at work; and thus ,in: 
dicates to itself and others where and when arid' in what inanner 
to act and collaborate with God. "5 

The suggestions for external adaptations, ,rites arid Ututgy 
are good and praiseworthy. But we cannot stop at, that. ",We 
have to make substantialIy constructive work to build up a new 
tl}eqlogical thought., J'he wonderful examples of the early ct:;t1-
tudes in the Graeco~Roman, w6tId, where a Christian theology 
qeyelop.ed in Greek modes of thought, as did a Christian' liturgy 
in the Greek language and in Greek modes of expression; a 
c!llendar' 'developed' accordirig to' Greek and> Roman tradit:ions, are 
nleant for -our instruCtion'. They' tell us how the 'Church can 
representhetsel£ in an alien world, receiving forms into. herself, 
while retaining integrally her own Catholic message.6 

Th~ method followed inthi; study i~ ~imple. 'A~ we, were 
engaged into a particular aspect of Hindu theism in its develop
ment down .the (:enturies; extension of this ,great:1ength' of'time 
did not affect 'us greatly. The thought,oia period,· of 'time 

4., Cf. Samuel Rayan; S. { and others, R~~porisibilit~' Mthe C,hurch 
in India Today, (orlentation paper, 'F' for the All India' seminar, 
1969);' 1969, New Delhi; pp.' 3-4., _,' " " " ":, 

5. 11?id. p . .10. , " , " " 
6: '. cr.' 'Bede , 'Griffiths,' 'Chr.istian Ashram,Eisays to:;"'ar~s', a IJ.indu

--, "Chrisiian Di~log~e; London, 1966,p., 18~.'" , 
". ;. 
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reaching' to !1b6u£tVfo' thousand" years before 'Christ,7 did not 
ftighten us in' our research as' we concentrated our attention ori 
the pertinent texts related to' our theme from the Vedas on
wards. Rig Veda 'which lies at the basis of all the Hin.du sCl;ip~ 
tures presents' before us the belief' of . the people . of that age, 111 
different gods, presiding over the three' divisions of the universe. 
When we disCilss the different gods in the first chapter, we 
must remember that in that remote period of the Rig Veda, none 
of the great world' religions of today was in existence.s As for 
Hinduisin; the Pantheon of the Rig Veda, though could not re~ 
tainits'proper 'names t06k other 'names and, appeared later with 
almost the same characteristiCs. 

, .. " . Studying' the.gods of the Trimurtiin the follo"'ing"chap
ters, relevant passages from the Upanishads, the epics and pura~ 

: nas are' seIected and "interpreted. In all these discussions~ ~he 
gods are no! presented in an impersonal way. They' have been 
dealt with in such a way as to. see their relations with' humanity 
for' its salvation. In. this' study into religion ,and religious be
liefs mythological ccmtributions that are' of primary importance 
could not be avoided. . ' . ' 

7. It seems to b~ opportune to quote Nehru speaking on the antiquity 
of the Vedic literature. He writes, 'Before the discovery of the 
IridusValley civilization, the Vedas were supposed to be the earliest 
records we possess of .Indian .. culture. There was much dispute 
about the chronology ,of the Vedic period, European scholars usu,hl
ly giving later dates and Indian scholars much earlier ones. It was 
curious, this desire on the part of Indians to go as farbac~' as 
possible and thus enhance the importance of our ancient culture. 

, ProfesserWintemitz thinks that the beginnings of Vedic literature 
go back to 2000 B.C. This' brings us very near the Mohenjodaro 
~~ . ".- , 

"The usual date accepted' by -most sCholat:s today for the hymn of 
the Rig Veda is 1500 B.C., blitthere is a teriaency, ever since ,th~ 
Mohenjodaro excavations, to date further back these early Indian 
scriptures. Whatever the exact date may be, it is probable that 
this literature is earlier than that of either Greece or Israel, that, 
in fact, it represents some of the earliest documents of the human 

: niind that we possess:' Max Ml,lller has ,called it: "the first" word 
, . spoken by the Aryan man" Iawaharla1 ,Nehru, 'The. Discovery of 

India, Calcutta, 1946, p. 75. " ,. .' " 
8. The g~ds ;lOd r~1igions of·Babylon,. Persia, .Assyria, Egypt,Greece, 

etc., became uniInportallt, . or altogether disappe!lred at the advent 
of Christianity and Islam. ' 
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Another important fact to be remembered is that no perfect 
study on the gods of Hinduism, is ,possible completely indepen
dent of the philosophical concepts that give it a rational founda
tion. In Hinduism we do not find any hard and fast line.. be
tween religion arid poetry and between a poet and a philosopher.9 

We find myths and symbols, sacrificial' formulas and 'philosophical 
speculations mingled together, that it is 'impossible to consider 
one completely separated from the other. 

Jawaharlal Nehru once' wrote, 'Hinduism . as a faith, is 
vague, amorphous, many' sided, alL things to all men ... In its 
present form, and even in the pist, it embraces l1iany beliefs an.d 
practices; from 'the highest to the l~wes"t, often, opposed to or 
contradicting each other. Its essential spirit seems. _to be live and 
let-live.' 10 

By no reason can we say that, ourstudy.-of Trimurti in its 
different aspects is complete and fully _ exhaus1:Ive. Vast a!eas 
in this line of Hindu thought and belief are still to be explor~d. 
Unless and until the ChurcIlmay face this religion~though great~ 
ly reformed and reinterpreted in modern times, but. still firmly 
root.ed in the yedicfollndation--,--from its. own -basis, Christ. will 
ever 'be considered to be a foreigner w,hQ came t~ India from 
across the sea. ~, . . " ... ', . " 

It is under this new light that We havd afteriipted t'o give 
our opinions regarding the' fotmulation of ah· Indian' Christian 
Theology. The All IndiilCatholic Seminal' held .at Bangalore in 
1969 has already taken the- initiatives to this· new line oLthought. 
Even when we study the te-im Sacchidananda--':the -often~sed 
name of the Supreme Deity in out days-"--we find that the presenta
tion of God by the East has noperfecLsimiiarity to ,'the West. 
So basing on Holy Scripture our attempt should be orientated 
to form a theology that will help the Indian to understand who 
Christ is in his usual ways of thought. When we think of the 
great labour that awaits us in this new enterprise, our work is 
of a very meagre importance. Still there is hope; the 'Light of 
the Nations' has already begun to shine. 

9. Cf. Van Der Leeuw, Wegen en Grenzen, Amsterdam, 1948, P. 153. 
10. lawaharlal Nehru, The Discovery of India, Calcutta, 1964, p, 73. 
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CHAPTER I 

The Concept of Trimurti In the 

Early Phase of Hinduism 

Hinduism baffles an accurate and proper definition. As 
S.K. Chatterji says, it is not a single religion with definite creed 
to which everybody must subscribe. It is rather a federation of 
different kinds of approach to the Reality that is behind life'! 
Generally the Hindus call their religion Sanatana Dharma, (peren
nial law), for it is considered to be mainly a way of life. The 
Hindu religion as it exists now, is the outcome of a progressive 
development in the course of many centuries. 

The concept of Trimfuti (Divine Triad), as we understand 
it now, is not found in the early stages of the Indian religion. 
Nevertheless, no one can deny the possibility of this idea being 
traced from the early vedic days.2 The idea of Trimurti, it is 

1. Cf. S. K. Chatterji, in Cultural Heritage of India, ed. by Haridas 
Bhattacharyya, Vol. IV, The Religions, p. xix, 1956, Calcutta. 

2. The word "veda" from vid, to know, means knowledge par ex
cellence, the sacred wisdom. It is a term applied to divine un
written knowledge, imagined to have issued like breath from the 
selfcexistent. These hymns were composed in Sanskrit, at dif
ferent times perhaps in the course of several centuries by illumined 
people (Rishis) among the Indo-Aryan immigrants. It is believed 
that this knowledge had been directly communicated to these 
Rishis or inspired sages, who transmitted it not in writing:, but 
through the ear, by constant oral repetition (so it is called Sruti),
tlirough a succession of teachers, known as Brahmans. It is true 
that this inspired knowledge, though its very essence was held to 
be mystically bound up with "sabda" or "articulate sound", 
(thought to be eternal), was ultimately written down. Traditionally, 
there are four vedas: Rig, sarna, Yajur and Atharva veda, of these 
the first three are connected with sacrifice, and are "collections" 
(Samhitas) or manuals used by the different types of officiating 
priests; the Rig being the "words" uttered by the priest whose 
function was to recite, the "sarna" being the chant of the chanting 
priest, and the "Yajus" being the sacrificial formulary employed by 
Adhvaryu who presided over the actual sacrificial action. The 
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true, was formed in the Aryan . mind in particular circumstances, 
though ,its origins go as fsx"backas'-the Vedic era. The early 
members, of a, certain Divine Triad, who were powerful for a 
time-.,:;,.even fot many centUries-sank into oblivion, as the days 
went by. In their place some other gods who were of verj 
meagre importanc~ previou'sly were pushed to the forefront 
and thus occupied their places. Meanwhile the Hindu religion 
was undergoing constant evolution. Many substantial changes 
.tQok place~, the .he,~rt; of that religion. Those who had dis
c::overeQihdr gods in 'the forces of nature began to placate them 
Fithsacrl6.ces.' .. Even. though they, continued to. personify' the 
4i:/ferent'forces of.: nature as different gods, who were helpful to 
them for, material prosperity,. anc;l tried to offer sacrifices to each 
an~feve.rY:'on~ .of ~em,theydid not consider them to be mutiial
ly"clistirict 'suprem.eBeings;' . This indiCated the .opening "of 
it' new': era. "Phllosophers , 9£ til(! time. hegan' to .: reason . about 
absolute realities. ~ational inquiries were made about the' root 
c~use6ftheiinl:"etse, its origin,: preservation and final destiny, 
Phitbsoph!c' thought appeatec:i in' a systematic way in this' peri~d 
':":::'tlle .period;,o£ the Aranyakas and Upanishads. As' a resuli: of 
thi~': the: seers'arrived at the supreme which they called Brahman, 
who, according to them, is devoid of all characteristics. But 
how,can.,the common folk ad.ore and understand, a Supreme Be
kg ;ho: is de~~id of alt' qu~).ities" a God who, in other words, 
is~' absolutely NirgunaP So the seers thought of interpreting the 
theoryi.of Brahman, in a manner intelligible to' the man in the 
~f~eet:T1i~ Absolute Brahman thus began to be thought of in 
apersQnalforin,and was regarded' as responsible for everything 
thai tak~s . plac~ i~ this visible world. ' , 

. ',. ", Still inost 'of the interpretations of th~ philosoph(:!rs reo 
thllJ1i~q~ilintelligible ttf thecommort man: The common people 
wei£a:doi:ing: oartkulai divinities from very early times. They 
want~'d to imagine God in it personal .form to whom they could 
pray and on, whom they could' depend in their ',needs. ' They 

. . -:. "-:",: ,",:' 

:;. : 

f<>~~,'OJ.Je call~d Jhe AtbarV,a Veda. is a laterprod\lction, ,since 
earliest, text book$ speak of only three vedas. It concerns chiefly 
with, ,moreperso~al matters-incantations .I!,nd spells of every con
ceivable kind, spells to drive demons away; to cure diseases, or to 

t, procure tb,e love ,of a woman. (Cf.· Mon~er Williams, ,bzdian Wis
dom, London, 1875, ,p. 7; pri. Up. p. ,28; R. C. Zaehl,1er, Hinduism, 
LOndon, 1966,pp. 37·38). ' , '. 

, i. 

I 
j 
I 
; 
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could accept and u11derstarid a Supreme 'Being onlY: if, if is tliought 
of as a God who manifests himseIfinvarious visible'forins~ The 
present study IS confined to the problem of TrimUrti, the Divihe 
Triad, 'which ' becan;le, popular in the ,latter ", pair ':of the 
Hinduism" especially in the time of" the puranas.3 But the teli;. 
gious and philosophical basis of this idea will have to be ',sought 
in a far anterior time, as we saw above. .In this chapter we 
shall study the evolution of the concept of. Trimurti 'in the early 
phase of Hinduism, i.e., in the vedic times. . , 

'f,rinity in different Religions; 

The idea of God appearing in a triple.£ormis not some~ 
thing peculiar to Hinduism. this concept is of supreme iinpor~ 
tance in almost all religions whether ancient or, modern.' .. B~t 
the triadic concept was not the first idea .that, humanity' main~ 
tained in its view of God. Prof. Maxmuller is of opinion that 
the Indians, Greeks and the Latins invoked' God the common 
Father., He ariived at this conclusion from his study ,of-the 
three major languages; He writes: "If I were askced what ~ 
consider the most important discovery which has been 'made 
during th~ nineteenth century with respect to the ancient his
tory of mankind,.I should answer by the following short line: 
Dyaus, pita=Zeus, Pater=Jilpiter,' It implies thai oUr. own 
ancestors and,' the ancestors, of Homer and' CiCero (The' Greeks 
and the' Romans), spoke the same language a~, .the ,people of 
India. 'This is a discovery, which, h6weve;r incredible' when 
sounded at first, has long ceased to cause any surprise,but it 
implies and proves that' they all had ,once the ,same faith, and 
worshipped for a time the saine name-a name which ,meant 
Heaven~~ather.4 ", ',' '. ": 

The Latin equivalent to this term is Ttinitas.'It ,is. b~lieved 
that it was TertuIlian, the Christian Apologist, who fitsten:i.ploy
ed , the' ier,m, Trinitas. . ,The:: corresponding: Greek ,term Trias 
(Tttadj~:~as fust~sed by Theophilus, who also was .a Christian 

:{' Indol~gists' say 'that the concept : of Trimurti;has -its origi~in the 
',~ Vth century A.D. (cf. p. Masson-Oursel and others;, in L'Znde ,Anti

, que et la Civilisation Indienne, P~ris, 1933, p. 207). " 
.4. ' Quoted in History of, Hindu Triad, .publ. by Chrisqan Literature 
'" Society for India, London, Madras, 1897, p. 3. ' " 
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apologist and contemporary of Tertullian. Tertullian, as it was 
the practice of .the subsequent times, used this term to designate 
the Christian doctrine of God, Father, Son and the Holy Spirit. 

The idea of a certain trinity in God is found in the Egyptian 
religion too. It speaks of a divine family constituting a Father, 
Mother and Son represented by Osiris, Isis, and Horus respec
tively.S The idea of God as trinity is not confined to historical 
religions only. We see it in the neo-platonic view of the sup
reme reality as suggested by plato in the Timaeus. As for ex
ample in the philosophy of plotinus, the primary or original rea
lities are traditionally represented as the good or (in numerical 
symbol) One, the intelligence or the One-many, and the world
soul or the One and Many. A triad of gods is found in zoroas
trianism too.6 Buddhism suggests a kind of Trinity, which of 
course is different from the trinitarian concept of other religions. 
By it the Buddhists mean (i) spiritual body (of Buddha) (ii)' his 
joyful body. (showing Buddha rewarded for his virtues) and 
(iii) his fleshy body, under which Buddha appeared on earth 
as man.7 But the Buddhistic trinity, as represented by the 
modern schools which place side by side three images, lacks com
pletely the true signification of a unity in Trinity.8 

5. "The Yesterday of death is associated with Osiris, the God of the 
dead. The "tomorrow" of rebirth is associated with the ever rising 

. Sun and with the accession of Horus to the rule of his father 
Osiris (cf. James B. Pritcha~d (ed.), Ancient Near Eastern Texts, 
(3 ed.), princeton, 1966, p. 4, foot note no. 10). 

6. Artaxerxes II Mnemon(404-359, B.C.) reads on the columns built 
by Darius I at Susa: By the grace of Ahuramazda and Anahita, 
and .Mithra, l reconstructed this hall of columns. May Ahuramazda, . 
Anahitaand Mithra protect me from all injury, and may they 
neither injure nor destroy this (hall of columns) which l have. con
structed. (cf. Jack Finegan, Archeology oj World Religions,Prin
ceton, 1952, p. 98). 

7. Ibid. p. 413. 
8. The Buddhistic Trinity is called Trikaya, the three fold body of 

the Buddha, viz, Dharmakaya, Samhhogakaya and Nirmanakaya. 
He who wears the Dharmakaya is on the threshold of Nirvana, for 
he is one with the Dharma itself. The Sambhogakaya· is best 
understood in relation to the third of Trinity. the Nirmanakaya. 
The latter is not, as often stated, the physical body of a Buddha, 
but looks like· a physical body, yet is made of finer matter, being 
used by the great ones of the earth for the teaching of rnankind 
(Christmas Humphreys, Buddhism, London, 1967, PP. 18, 57, 154). 
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Like the Buddhists, Taoists also speak of a certain trinity. 
It could be even said that it is an imitation of the BuddhistiC 
ttlnIty. Their trinity' consists in worshipping Lao Tzu under 
the three pure Ones, viz., 0) as the original revered God, Oi) 
as the supreme ruler Tho, and (iii) as the supreme ruler Lad 
Tzu. Even the Almighty God (Tien) is ranked below these 
three forms of Lao Tzu.9 

Importance of the Number Three. 

It is not easy to ascertain why the Aryans show a tendency 
to attach a sacred importance to the number three. In the clas
sification of gods they always followed a pattern of three; Very 
often this was made in correspondence with the various divi
sions visible in the nature, such as the three regions of the uni
verse, etc, to each of which they assigned partiCular gods. "There 
is· even ground for conjecturing that triads of natural objects, 
such as sky, Atmosphere, and Sun or three forms of the· Sun, 
called Aryaman, Varuna and Mitra were associated together and 
worshipped by the primitive Aryans in the earliest times. "10 

In every stage of the development of the Hindu religion 
we see the importance of this number. In the Vishnu Smritl 
(Institutes of Vishnu), it is described how three persons, Father, 
Mother and Guru (teacher) are to be respected: "A man has 
three Atigurus (specially venerable superiors). His father, his 
mother, and his spiritual teacher. To them he must always pay 
obedience ...... Let them never do anything without their leave. 
Those· three are equal to the three vedas (Rig, Sarna and Yajur) , 
they are . equal to the three Gods (Brahman, Vishnu, and 
Siva), they are equal to the three worlds (of men, of gods, and 
of Brahman), they are equal to th~ three fires."11 

Again in the "Law of Manu", "Obedience towards those 
three is declared to be the best (form of) austerity, let him not 
perform other meritorious acts without their permission: )For 
they. are dedared to be the three worlds, they are three (prin
cipal) orders, they are three vedas, and they are three sacred 

9. Cf. Jackfinegan, opus cit .• p. 413. 
10. Monier Williams, Brahmanism and Hinduism. London, 1887, p. 5. 
11. Institutes of Vishnu, SBE. VII, 31. 1~7. 
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fues. The father forsooth, is stated to be the Garhapatya Fire, 
the mother the Dakshinagni, but the teacher the Ahavamya fue; 
this triad of fues is most venerable. He who neglects not those 
three (even after he has become a house holder); will conquer 
the three worlds and, radiant in body like a God, he will enjoy 
bliss in heaven. By honouring his mother he gains this (nether) 
world, by honouring his father the middle sphere, but by obedi
ence to his teacher the world of Brahman."12 

These two passages from the sacred books are of great im
portance to our purpose. Here there is referehce to three worlds, 
three principal orders, three sacred fues. The three members 
of Trimurti are also brought together. But it must be noted 
that in the Law . Book of Manu, which stands at the head of 
Smriti.13 There is nothing to support the theory of a Triad of 
deities. 

Classification of God's, according to the Division of the Universe 

The vedic seers were very simple in the classification of the 
visible universe. They divided the whole universe into three 
worlds. The upper, middle, and the lower world. Cor
responding to the upper world, there is the sky, to the 
lower world, the earth, and to the atmosphere, which unites both 
these, is the middle world.· Basically it was this triple division 
of the universe that caused the division of gods also into three 
main groups. They divided their gods into highest, middle and 
lowest, or into those of the upper sky, of the atmosphere and of 
the earth. Three periods into which the vedic theology was 
divided are: i) that of the special worship of sky-gods, when less 
attent~on was paid to others; ii) that of the atmospheric and 
mateorological divinities; iii) that of the terrestrial powers. The 
later groups were progressively absorbing the earlier ones. True 
gods of the Veda constituted a Trinity of deities~ They were the 

12. Laws of Manu, SBE. vol. xxv. 2. 229-233. 
13. Smriti signifies that which is remembered and handed down by tra

dition. Generally this group is understood to comprise the Sutras 
(aphorisms, usually philosophic in content), the Law ·Books (books 
on dharma in the narrower sense), the Puranas (mythologjcal works 
extolling one or other of the great gods) and finally the two epics, 
(Mahabharata and Ramayana). In its widest acceptation it inCludes 
the whole post vedic literature (cf. R.C. Zaehner, opus. cit~,p. 10). 
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fire god (the earth born Agni), the Rain God ( the air born Indra) 
and the Sun God (the skyborn surya or Savitr), one for'each of 
the three worlds: Earth, Air and Sky . (Bhur, bhuvah, 
Svar) . These three gods were the special objects of worship 
of the early Indo-Aryan colonialists. All other principal. deities 
were either modifications of, or associated with, one or other o£ 
the members of this vedic Trinity. For example, the wind (VayU) 
and the storm gods (Maruts), led by thedestroying God (Rudra) 
were regarded as intimate associates of the rain God' India, and 
were really only forms and modifications. of that God. On the 
other hand the. ancient Aryan deities, varuna, and .. Mitra', with 
Vishnu, were all forms of the Sun (Surya or Savitri) .H~ .'. ~as 
also called pushan. On discussing the Fire God, who is one . of 
the members of the vedic Triad, we shall find that even surya, 
the great god in all pagan systems, has been considered a -form of 
fire. Fire appears as Sun in the sky and as lightning in the clouds. 

Authors do not agree one another rega~dipg ~he· p;.eds~ 
number of gods. But usually the number of gods IS' stated to be 
thirty three in the Rigveda and Athiltva veda, as wen- as in the 
Brahmanas.14 This is a multiple of three which is a sacred number, 
about which we have already spoken. The universe is also ~ivided 
into three worlds. It is probable that the Vedic menh~ve cias~i
fied gods into three groups of eleven, each world· being thus pro
tected by eleven gods. This number however, is not exhau~tive, 
for other gods are mentioned in addition to the thirty. three. The 
absence of any established tradition in this matter is shown by 
the Brahmanas, which recognise the 33 gods and· agree in· making 
them out to include eight Vasus, eleven Rudras, and tWelve Adi
tyas, though they differ regarding the remaining two~' 1hesata
patha Brahmana gives either Dyaus . and prthivi with a thitty:fourth 
in prajapati, or Indra and prajapati (SB. iv.5.7.2; xi,6.3.5J. 

The triple division is adopted by Yaska in his Niiukta:( Vii. 
5) as he divides the gods according to the three worlds.15 Yaslpi 

14. Cf. LoUis Renou, Vedic India (Trans. by philip Spratt) Calcutu;,; 
·1957;p. 57. The author divides the gods also according to their 
functions: Sovereign gods, Varona, Mitra, ·etc., warrior gods, Indra 

. and his group, the Maruts who' are associated with Rudra; the 
solar divinities vishnu and Asvins; 'The deified manifestations of 
the cult, Agni and Soma; and the minor or later established gods. 

15.Cf .. A. B.. Keith, Religion and philosophy of Veda, London. 1945 
p. 86; The scholars do not agree among themselves when, they 
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records that in the opinion of the, school of, Niruktas the whole 
esf the deities could be reduced to three, Agni on earth, Vayu in 
tIle air, or in place of Vayri Indta, and Surya in heaven. The 
doctrine might,. have owed its origin to such passages as the 
Rigveda verse: May Surya protect us from heaven, V'ata from air, 
agni from ~e earthly regions (Rv. x.158.1). 

Hopkins gives another explanation for this vedic division. 
According to him God the Father brooded over (did penance, as 
one doing penance remains in meditation) the worlds, and from 
them extracted essences: Fireftom earth, Wind 'from air,' Sun 
from sky.' Again' the Father performed. austerities over these three 
divinities. Then did come' out Rig Veda from the fire and. Yajur 
Veda from the wind, while Sun produced Sarna Vedit.16 

But this division c,annot be admitted as it is. Where a god 
has different activities, his name is repeated in, more than one 
sphere. Thus Tvastr (Sfuya), and prthvi (earth) appear in i all 
three divisions, Agni an.d.Usas in the aerial and terrestrial, 
and Varuna, Yama and Savitr in the aerial and celestialI7., 18 

Inter-relation of Gods and the Tendency towards Unification. 

, Side by side,with the triple division, we see the close rela
tion of the principal 'gods in their fields of activity. The sages 
easily exchange the qualities of one God with tbe other.19 Frotrt 

speak Of the date of yaska. Traditionally it is accepted to be 
about 1000 B.C. But some fix it abotit900 B.C., while others place 

, " it ,at a much later date, namely 400 ,B.C., (thus we have for ex-' 
ample Monier Williams). Whiit W~ know for certain is that Yaska l' 

is one of the oldest and important commentators of the Rig Veda. '!,i:','I' 

Nifukta is the vedic interpretation by Yaska, most important and 

16. :!~~s, Reiigions' oj Indi~. London,; 1896. p. 222. Ii 
17. A. B. Keith, Religion and Phil.. .... opus cit., p. 87. .I 
18. R. C. Zaehner states that eventhough this tripartied classification 

is accepted by the ethnological school,' it sees the distinction not 
so milch as between heaven,' atmosphere and earth as between 
the three great classes into which vedic society seems to have been 
divided~Brahmin '(priests), Kshatriyas (warriors, among whom' were 
included the kings), and Vaisyas '(the mass of common people, 
peasants and artisans)~ ,Zaehner, Hinduism; opus cit., ,pp. 17, 18. 

19. R.C. Zaehner, opus ,cit., p. 24; A. B. Keith, The Mythology of all 
Races, VoL Vi, Boston, 1917, P. 19. 
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the beginning, the view that different gods, though in diverse 
forms, exercise the same power, was not altogether unknown to 
the vedic poet. Thus Agni by the Fire repels demons, but Indra 
performs the same feat with thunder bolt, and the two gods 
agreeing in part, come to agree in whole. The task of extending 
the earth and of proping the, air and the sky is one which is 
attributed to very varied gods; it can as easily be performed by 
Varuna as by Indra or by Vishnu; by the first as the upholder 
of the physical order of the universe, by Indra as the great active 
God, and by Vishnu as the Strider (RV. I. 22. 17) through the 
worlds. A kind of Syncretism also was being developed at this 
period. It was chiefly in connection with the elements of nature. 
Thus the water is on the one hand divine in itself, but from the 
waters of the clouds springs forth the fire of the lighting, and 
that fire in its descent to earth enters into the water. The water 
contains, therefore, always an element of fire, and Agni hims~lf 
is accordingly the son of the waters, thus commingling in its 
nature two diverse elements.20 'The tendency of a progressive 
interrelation of gods is evident in' the Rig Veda. The Rig vedic 
poet says: Thou at thy birth art Varuna, 0 Agni; when thou 
art kindled thou becomest Mitra. In Thee, 0 son of strength, 
all gods are centred. Indraart Thou to man who brings oblation 
(RV. v. 3.1). 

'The philosophical enquiry leading to the discovery of the, 
Absolute Brahman in the Upanishads takes its origin in the Vedic 
religion.21 It is mentioned: They call him Indra, Mitra, Vanma, 
Agni, and he is heavenly nobly-winged Garutman. To that is 
One sages give many a title: they call it Agni, Yama, Matarisvan.22 

He is the One bird, whom wise singers shape, with songs, in 
many figures ( R V. x. 114. 5. ) This passage shows a tendency 
towards a monotheistic view, which will be discussed in the 
subsequent chapters. However, when the individual gods were, 
invoked, they were not considered as limited by the power of 
othets, as superior or inferior in rank, Each God is to the mind 
of the suppliant as good as all the gods.23 

20. A. B. Keith,Religion. and Phil ...... opus cit., P. 88. 
21. ,Cf. Ibid., p; 58. 
22.RV. 1. 164. 46. The Sun (Surya) is called Gamtman. All these 

names, says the poet, are names of one and the same Divine being, 
the One Supreme Spirit under various manifestations. 

23.. Prof. MaxMilller depicts 'this as Henotheism(eis,enos' ,= one) 
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Anthropomorphism of the Vedic Gods. 

The gods under our discussion, were really conceived 
anthropomcil'phically. In their simplicity of thought the Aryans 
believed that the gods also were similar to them. They were 
considered to be essentially human in nature, though endowed 
with supernatural powers. They need food, fight battles, ex
perience joy and sorrow. We read: "Let our strong drink, most 
excellent" exhilerating, come to thee, victorious Indra! bringing 
gain, immortal, conquering infight" CRV. 1.175.2) "Indra, 
Impetuous One, hath waxed immensely; he with his vastness hath' 
filled earth and heaven" (RV. IV 16.5.). ' ' 

In their view, the gods were not immortal." The Atharva 
veda and the Brahmanas state that the gods were originally mortal. 
It was by practising austerity that they achieved immortality. 
According to Rig Veda they became immortal by drinking Soma 
juice: "We have drunk Soma and became immortal; we have 
attained the light, the gods discovered",24 But in another pas-

which is different from monotheism and polytheism. Here the 
particular divinity invoked is considered to be supreme and absolute. 
All the supreme qualities are attributed to hint' All the rest save 
the one who fulfills their desires disappear from the Vision of the 
worshippers. Cf. MaxMtiller, Lectures on the Origin and Growth oj 
Religion, as Illustrated, by the Religicms, of India, London, 1891, 
pp. 266-267; O. Lacombe in Religions, pubJ. by Secretaria1us pro 
non Christianis, Roma, 1970, p; 301. ' 

24. Soma; though a drink is considered asa deity of the terrestrial 
regions. The nineth book of Rig Veda is chiefly devoted to the 
god Soma. Soma is a plant, the roots of which when pressed give 
the juice of immortality. Its, exhilerating power is dealt upon 
chiefly in connection with Indra, whom it inspires in his mighty 
conflicts, which' bestowed immortality on the gods, being called 
Amrta (allied to the greek' Ambrosia), the immortal draught; In 
the hymns to Soma; the pressing of the sacred juice through a 
woolen filter into a Vat containing milk and water, IS likened to 
all manner of celestial phenomena; with which it would appear to 
have nothing to do. As' the juice is a liquid it is compared' to rain, 
and Soma thus becomes the Lord of stream; The yellow colour 
of the plant is compared to the'lightning.: Soma gets assimilated' 
to the Sun and hence fills both Heaven and Earth With its rays; 

'Cf.R. C. Zaehner, Hinduism,p. '21. ,In' some of the later hymns' 
of. the Rig Veda (ix: 100. '2, etc,), Soma' begins to :be' somewhat 
obscurely identified with 'Moon. In the'later Hindu scriptures it 

': is, ,more' expliCit. ' The waning of the Moon is so, explained that 
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sage the God Agni is invoked as the immortal One, who gives 
immortality to other gods (RV. iii. 9.1). The degree of 
anthropomorphism exhibited by the vedic deities lis. extremely 
variable. In some cases the active element is constantly present 
and the view taken may be set down as almost animatistic)5 
Surya, the Sun; by his rising is born as the child of the sky; but 
the constant presence of the actual deity prevents any realdeve
lopment of anthropomorphism. The God Agni never appears 
different from his element fire. When hidden in the waters or 
in the clouds, he remains as fire. He is the fire of sacrifice, 
burning up· to heaven, thus acting asa messenger of men He 
unites gods and men. But if Agni is thus personified, how can 
the innumerable fires on earth be explained? Strictly speaking he 
must be present in each. Indra, on the other hand,· is conceived 
in a different way. He is not seen in the nature, as we see Sun, 
fire etc. He is ccinceivedas the one who is' the' author of ~he 
thunderstorm. Again his fierce nature entitled him as the war 
God of the conquering Aryans. Varuna is even more free from 
traces of nature, his essential nature has nothing to do with his 
natural background: Eeis the Lord of Holy order, the watcher of 
men whose vigilance no one.' can escape. . 

Parents of Gods. 

The. vedic men in their way 6f understanding .the. nature of 
gods, saw that the gods also must originate from a pair,26 by 
the association of a male and a female element; in other words; 

the gods and fathers are engaged. in consuming the Ambrosia con
tained in it. In post vedic literature Soma is a regular ·name for 
Moon. 

, But N. B. Pavgee, in an article states that Soma is not a liquor. 
He reasons that liquor is one of the seven 'heinous sins, forbidden 
by vedic scriptures. Its preparation also differs from the way, . liquor 
is made. (CLN.·B. pavgee, "Soma juice is not liquor", art in pro-

. ceedings and transactions oj the third Oriental'Conjerence, Madras, 
1924, pp .. 70,. 71). 

25.· A. B. Keith;, opus cit., p. 58. 
26. The idea· of parentage 'has the most varied· forms;· What is' prior 

in time is the parent of the subsequent phenomenon; thus· the Dawn 
. ·is born of night, though she is also her greater sister, and yet 

generates the Sun; and again; the sacrifices of the· Fathers are said 
to produce ·the Dawns; since they ·take place before the appearence 
of dawn ...... Sometimes the gods are repr~sented by: the seers as 
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they discovered the parents of the gods. All the important gods 
of vedas, and also thoselwhd became prominent in the later 
puranic age, like the members' of the Trimurti, found their 
common parents in Heaven and earth, as Father and Mother 
respectively. The Father God of Heaven is named Dyaus.27 

Heaven is generally seen associated with prithvi (Earth) forming 
the divine couple, in the various hymns dedicated to them. 
"Dyaus is my Father, my begetter: kinship is here. !This great 
earth is my kin and Mother (RV. 1. 164. 33). "Widely capa
cious pair, mighty that never fail, the Father and the Mother 
keep all creatures safe, the two world-halves,28 the spirited, the 

measuring out the sky and the earth, and thus the paradox arises 
that they produce their own parents, and it can be . said of Indra 

. that from his own body he, produced his father and his mother, 
Agni, again, is the child of waters, which contaID the fire of lightn
ing, and the rain cloud is the mother of the lightning and of the 
waters (cf. A. B. Keith, Religion and . .......... ;PP. 80-81). 

27. The Indian Dyaus, the Roman Jupiter, the Greek Zeus and the 
Germanic God Tyr-Zio, are forms evolved in the course of history 
from that primeval sky divinity, and that their very names reveal 
the original twofold meaning of "light (day)" and "sacred (Cf. the 
sanskrit "div", "shine", "day", dyaus, "sky"; dios, dies; deivos, 
dives). Cf. Mircea Eliade, Patten.s in Comparative Religion, (Trans. 
by Rosemary Sheed), London, year not given), p. 66; As in the 
manifold creation myths and fertility cults, we see in India too, 
the mother Earth beingj considered as the great goddess (above 
book, PP. 2,91, 253). 

28. The 'division of the universe into three worlds is not always followed 
through out the Rig veda. A number of hymns could be cited, 
which consider the universe divided into two halves " ...... Between 
the wide spread world halves is the birth place: the Father laid 
the dau.ghter's germ, within it" (RV. 1. 164. 33). According to 
Griffith, Heaven and Earth form the double halves of the world. 
The firmament or space between these two is, as the region of the 
rain, the womb of all beings. Here the Father is Dyaus and the 
daughter is Earth whose fertility depends upon the germ of rain 
laid in the firmament (R.T.H., Griffith,' Rig Veda, PUbl. in the 
Chowkhamba Sanskrit Studies,p. 164). W. N. Brown also speaks 
of a double division of the universe according to the vedic poets, 
but he brings new members to both groups. He says: The universe 
for the vedic man was constitUted of two parts; one being that 

. the sky over it and the atmosphere between the· two. This is "sat" 
(Existence). The other below the earth; reached by' it great chasm 
was a place of horror, inhabited only by demons and' called the 

. "asat" (the. non-existence) (cf. W.N. Brown, The Creation . myths of 
Rig veda, in JAOS, 62, (1962) pp. 85-108). 

www.malankaralibrary.com



13 

beautiful, because the Father hath clothed them in goodly forms" 
(RV.1. 160.2); UExtolled in song, 0 Heaven and Earth,bes
tow on us, ye mighty pair, great glory and high lordly sway ... " 
(RV. 1. 160 . .5).29 

CELESTIAL GODS 

Sftrya (Sun). 

His bright rays bear him up albft, the God who knoweth 
all that lives, Silrya, that all may look on him (RV. 1. .50, 1). 
Looking upon loftier light above the darkness we have come, to 
Surya, God among the gods, the light that is most excellent: (RV. 
1. 50. 10). 

Sfu-ya, etymologically allied to the greek Helios, in his 
various aspects, came to playa great part in the religious life 
of the Rigveruc peOple. The solar divinities attracted the Hindu 
minds even in later times. 

The hymns of the Rig Veda are full of references to Sfuya 
and his. various aspects, which testify the great position which 
this God held in those times. There ate at least six hymns 
entirely dedicated to Surya. The god was khown under various. 
tides; Savitar (RV. 1. 22. 5.), Pushan (1. 23. 13, vi. .53-59), 
Bhaga (1. 24. 5), Vivasvan (I. 46. 13), Mitra (iii. 59. 1); and 
Vishnu.30 J. N.Banerjee explains these names: "Savitar, the 
stimulator of everything, denoted his abstract qualities. Pushan 
specified • the benevolent' power of the sun manifested chiefly as 
a "pastoral deity". Bhaga, according to Yaska, presides over the 
forenoon. Vivasvan appears to have originally represented the 
rising sun; hut later came to be regarded as the first sacrificer, 
an ancestor of human race. Mitra's connection with ·Surya is a 
litde obscure in the Rigveda, he being mainly associated with 
the God Varuna~ Vishnu is the solar deity who will become the 
supreme one later on".31 In some hymns Sun is described as a 
celestial bird called Garutman. He is the shining god par ex-

. 29. The number of hymns in praise of these parent gods can be inulti-
plied (RV. 1.89. 4:x. 132. 1). . 

30.. In the beginning Vishnu was a Sun god. . 
31. J. N. Banerjee. Puranic and Tantric Religion, Calcutta., 1966, p. 135. 
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cellence,the .qev'a,32 the red ball of the' sky.,' But he is· also the 
active force, the power that. wakes ... rouses, enlivens,. arid as· such 
it is hew-ho. gives ali good things to mortals and to gods. As the 
god who gives life, he is the author of birth;' arid is prayed to 
for children. He triumphs over the darkness and the witches, 
drives away sickness and evil dreams and prolongs life. Sun 
who is the child of Heaven and Earth, is the priest who sanctifies 
the worlds with his surpassing power (RV. 1. 160. 3). 

In the mind of the devotee Sfuya is the Supreme God. He 
prays, "The brilliant presence of the gods hath risen, the eye 
of Mitra, Varuna and Agni; the soul of all that moveth not or 
moveth, the' sun. hath :/illed the air and earth and heaven (RV. 1. 
115. 1). 

Sun is adored thrice a day; in the morning,' at noon and in 
the evening.33 

32. Deva, "luminous ones", is a word closely related to the l~iin Deus. 
But we see a difference between' the Indians and the Iranians 'in 
this context. Iil India the Aryans . called their gods devas and 
Asuras, but soon came to look upon the devas as good gods and 

,.upon the asux:as as evil '<lemons; In Iran the Aryans used the, same 
.·two words, save that the. "s" of . India was' "h" in' their language 

and thus asura became' abura. The differentiation between the 
d~vasalid . the ~hura8, moreover, was carried out·in diametrical 
opposition. In Iran the 'devas became for the. most part the evil 

. spirits. Thus, for example, Indra: was a prominent and beneficient 
deity in India. but appeared in 'Iran as a demon. Only a few of 
the good . gods in India, .such as Mitra and Soma' (HaQma), were 
the objects of equal reverence in Iran. The Ahuras on the other 
hand, were not demons as in India but "Lords" or "masters" who 
became the real. gods of Iran. Cf; JACK FINEGAN, Archeology· 
.of world Religions,.p. 69; R.C. Zaehner, Hinduism p. 26. 

33. :The Hind~s,·. especially BraQrnins eveIl toda},! worship the Sun in 
. this manner. In the morning, they used to take bath in the river. 

.' When the' bath: is over, standing still in the water, facing the East, 
they worship the Sun. Just before the prayers, the' Brahmin takes 
water in his hands three times, makes' a libation to the sun' by 
letting the water runoff the tips of his fingers. While worshipping 
they say the. following prayer. "0 Sun, God! You· are Brahmtl. at 
your rising, Rudra at noon,. and Vishnu when setting. You are the 
jewel of the air, the ki~ of the day, the witness of everything that 
takes place on earth". (Conf. Abbe J.A. Dubois, Hindu Manners; 

. : C/lstol1ls, and Ceremonies, Oxford" 1906, pp; '242-243).. Thus all 
the three persons of Trimurti are iny.ok!'ld in-,the' morning prayer. 
But here, Surya acts as the three great· gods joined together, or 

.;,: in other W01:.;1s it is Surya, :4i.11lself Who appea:rs .as Brahmtl.,: Vishnu 
and Siva':iii different times. 
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Surya in Later Scriptures. 

The :Brahmanas, the Upanishads and the Sutras allude to the 
worship ofSurya and his many aspects. TheRishi Kaushitaki 
who adored the Sun in the morning, at noon and in the evening 
to expiate his sins, has also laid down the three mantras with 
which the rising Sun, the Sun on the meridian and the setting 
sun are to be worshipped (Kaushitaki :Bra. Upanishad, II. 5) . 

To him is addressed the most famous stanza of Rig Veda
the Gayatti Mahtra, with which he \vas in ancient times invoked 
in the beginning of Vedic study,34 In the Aranykas, Upanishads, 
Grihya sutras, the epics Ramayana and Mahabhaiata we find a 
number of references to the Sun god. 

Krishna promotes SunW orship 

Even Vasudeva Krishna, the Avatar (incarnation) of Vishnu, 
the Supreme God, is a promoter of the Sun-worship. Samba,the 
son of Vasudeva Krishna, was cursed by his father to the effect 
that he might be ,attacked with leprosy, for somesetious offence 
on his part: When he prayed to Krishna, to get himself cured, 
he was advised to'worship the Sun for the purpose,35 

34. "Tat Savitiu Varenyam bbargodevasya dhimahi dhiyah, vah nah 
prachodyat!(RV. iii. 62. 10). 'fills famous hymn bas been ren
dered . into' erigllsh.ip. many different forms: "Let us meditate on 
that adorable splendour of the divine vivifier; May· he illumine 
our understanding", Max Muller (quoted by Fr. Zacharias, Q.e.D. 
An. Outline of Hinduism, Alwaye, 1956, L. 113).·'May we attain 
that excellentglor:r of Savitar the God: so may Hes.timulate our 
prayers", (R.T.H.Griffith, opus. Cit., Yol. I, P. 390). "We meditate 
qn the honoured effulgence of' the Sun-God, which may .influence 

..... lis iIi' the performance of olir duties" (Satyavata Samasrami, quoted 
by J. N. Banerjee, opus cit., p. 158). The. following interpretation 
of this celebrated verse makes it mqre clear: "Let us adore the 
supremacy. of that divine Sun, the godhead, who illuminates all, 
from whom all proceed, to whom all must return, whom we invoke 

,to direct our understandings aright in our progress towards his holy 
seat" (Sir W. Jones,. quoted by R.T.H. Griffith, vol. 1. P. 390). The 
name Gayatri is derived from the metre in which it is composed. 
The Gayatri is a common metre containing three . lines of eight 
syllables.. . . 

35. Cf. J.N. Banerjee, op~s cit., p. 141. 
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Varuna. 

The next important deity of the celestial regions, from among 
the vedic gods, to be discussed is Varuna.36 This god is probably 
related to the greek Ouranos or Heaven, and is a rival of Indra, 
the greatest of the vedic gods.37 Varuna has got many qualities 
in common with the Iranian God Ahura Mazda. Both these gods 
are the descendants of an Indo-Iranian god of the shining sky, 
who is the "Supreme god. The Rig vedic text does not give direct 
and unmistakable data for the natural basis of Varuna. There 
are many hymns which name Sun as the eye of Varuna.38 But 
the Sun who is his eye is also his spy. Seeing all things he re
ports them to the twin monarchs Varuna and Mitra, for he is 
the universal lord who surveys the deeds of men.39 There was 
a tendency to relate everything grand and beautiful to Varuna: 
he puts on the worlds and the clans like a gaiment.40 His 
appearance is golden, he is king of hallowed might, sustaineth 
erect the Tree's stem in the baseless region (RV. I. 24. 7), he 
made the spacious pathway for the Sun to travel (1. 24. 8), he 

36. There are authors who . do not consider him as exclusively a sky 
divinity, for, in the vedic texts, the stress does not always fan" on 
his skY! characteristics, but often on his quality of sovereign. The 
faithful feel "like slaves" in his presence (RV. 1. 25. 1.) and the 
attitude of humility is to be found in the worship of no other 
god as with Varona (cf. Geiger, Die Amesa Spentas, Vienna, 1916. 
pp. 154-157; J. Gonda, The concept of a personal God in ancient 
Indian Religio!lS Thougl1t, art. in La Realite Supreme dans Les 
Religions non-Chretiens, Rome, 1968, p. 111-

37. Regarding the etymological signification of Varona, authors differ 
in opinion. The name is derived from the root, vr, and so signifies 
encompasser, container. (Dr. Zimmermann, art. in proceedings and 
Transactions of the third Oriental Conference, Madras, Dec, 1924, 
p. 115); Some explain his name in relation to his power of "bind
ing" (RV. 1. 24. 15). According to H. Peterson, Guntert and 
Dumezil, the word comes from the Indo-European root uer which 
means "to bind" (Sanskrit, varatra-"strap, rope"). Cf. Mircea Eliade, 
patterns in ... opus cit., P. 70). Varona is always pictured with a 
rope in his hand (cf. Bergaigne, La Religion vediilue d'apres les 
izymns du Rig Veda. paris, 1878-83 vol. iii, p. 114). 

38. "Do homage unto Varona's and Mitras Eye, offer this solemn 
worship to the mighty God", (RV. x. 37. 1. Again vii. 61. 1, 
63" I, 5 etc.) 

39. R.C. Zaehner, opus cit., p. 30. 
40. RV. viii. 41. 7, "He wraps the regions as a robe". 
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shines with hrightray~, p~rvadjng all three earths and fills the 
three superior realms of Heaven (viii. 41. 9). Sun, who was seen 
to be the supreme god had been fixed there by the god Varuna 
(vi. 87. 1). Varuna appears as the lineal descendant of Dyaus 
pitar, the old, God Father,corresponding to" Jupiter and Zeus. 
No heir of the god-Father Dyaus is seen besides Varuna. 'Thus 
he appears to be the celestial Brahman-par excellence,' As 
supreme Lord, He himself does all the functions of the' later 
Divine Triad from creation onwards. 

Varuna appears as a creator of all beings, all the existing 
things together, as well as certainptovinces of the uriiverse in 
particular.42 "All these are Varuna's holy operations" says the 
poet. But one .thing is to be noticed here., The creation is not 
meant here as somet:l:Jing produced from nothing-ex nihilo; 

'creation, appears here to be a, second thought, a logical conclu
sion, from the daily exercise ~f his special rule known as ,l;ta. 
It means the ordering of an already existing matter into an in
telligible form. In this sense Varuna creates heaven and earth, 
but heaven and earth can in no wise encompass or contain him.43 

Varuna's knowledge and wisdom, providence and power, are 
more clearly delineated than those of any other deity in the vedic 
myth. The kind of rul~ by which he governs' the universe is 
called Rta (cosmic order, law, truth, reality, will). He is the lord 
of moral order too.44 He is omniscient and therefore witnesses 
man's truthaild falsehood. He is the forgiver of sins . (RV. 
1. 24., 14). He is gracious to the penitent, releasing men not 
only from thei;rown sins, but also from those committed by 
their fathers. 'Passages aret, abounding in which his mercy is 
requested: "0 bright and powerful God, through want, of 
strength I erred and went astray:' Have mercy, spare me, 0, 
Mighty Lord" (RV~ vii. 89. 3 )'.' " ' , 

But Varunapunishes the wicked billdi~g them with fetters. 

42. Dr. Zimmermann, Bombay, Art. cit •• p. 115. , 
43. Varona, hear this call of mine: be gracious unto us this day 

Longing for help I cried to thee. Thou, 0' wise God; art Lord of 
all, thou art the king of earth, and heaven: Hear, as thou goest 
on thy way (RV. 1.25-19. 20). Like other Gods he has his abode 
in heaven,which is 'a lofty one With thousand cohimns and a 
thousand doors. 

44. Cf.' C.B. papali, in Religions, publ. by, Secretariatus pro non
Christianis, 'Rome, 1970, pp~ 478-481. 

2 
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He has the power of binding and loosing, forgiving and punish
ing. Varona is a moral god, but the nature of his moral law 
remains undisclosed. Men sin in the dark and as they sin Varuna 
ensnares them in his "fetters" and visits them with his wrath. 
Sin is the fetter with which Varuna binds men, and as he binds 
in his wrath, so can he loose in his loving-kindness. "0 Varuna, 
untie the upper fetter, untie the middle, untie the lower" (RV. 
1. 24. 15).45 

Rivalry between Indra and Varuna. 

Among the Indian gods rivalry, con:l:lict, victory and supre
macy are very normal. This was seen from the very beginning, 
continued through the centuries, and appeared even among the 
members of the Trimurti. It is in the background of these con
flicts that the old gods disappeared, with the arrival of the new 
ones. 

The God Varuna is in conflict with the other chief god 
Indra, who pervades the atmosphere. In the beginning there was 
cooperation among 'them, but later they became rivals which 
resulted in the disconfiture of the Asura king Varuna. One 
(Indra) was called "Monarch" and the other "Autocrat" (R.V. 
vii. 82. 2). In vii. 82-85 the two gods work together, but their 
functions are contrasted. Indra lays low the enemy in battle, 
but varuna does this by watching' over the cosmic law. Varuna 
as guardian of the law and truth, is quick to anger, while Indra 
gives his friends spacious dwellings. In the hymn (IV. 42) the 
rivalry between the two principal gods comes to the summit. 
Here Varuna asserts his primacy and takes in_to himself all the 
qualities of Indra. If the celestial, atmospheric and earthly gods 
together form -one unique triad, which precedes the later Tri
murti, it would be difficult to understand the rivalry between 
these superior gods. 

Later Varuna lost all his importance as a principal god. But 
ill him we see something in common with the later great God 
Siva.46 Varuna was even dethroned by Indra; his ordinances and 

45. R.C. Zaehner., opus cit.. p. 31. 
46. "In a sense he (Siva) is an exaggerated version of Varona", cf. R.C. 

Zaehner, p. 33. 
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his rta, his cosmic order, truth, righteousness etc., were to live 
in the "dharma" of later times, and his "maya", the "uncanny 
power" by which he creates and acts got transformed into the 
creative power of Rudra.Siva. . '"these are expressed in the de
votional hymns of the Tamil saints~ from the sixth to the tenth 
century in South India. Thus even though Varuna passed very 
early out of the stage, all that was essential in him passed into 
the great God-Rudra-Siva. 

Indra. 

Towards the end of the Rigveda Indra has become the great
est of the vedic gods. He attained this position by means of an 
evolutive process, which was in fact conditioned by the climatic 
changes.47 For long Indra was considered to be the god of 
storm, the deity who yields rain and dew. He is the Jupiter 
pluvius of early Indian mythology. Indra was invoked daily for 
his protection. One among the initial hymns. of the Rigveda so 
reads: "As a good cow to him who milks, we call the doer of 
fair .deeds, to our assistance day by day (RV. 1. 5. 1). He is 
closely associated with Soma, who is an earthly god. A votary 
thus prays, "0, Soma drinker, thunder-armed, friend of our 
lovely featured dames, and of our Soma drinking friends ... (RV. 
1. 30. 11). . Indra' is the lord of strength (1. 29. 2), a friend 
of Agni in drinking the soma juice ( 1. 21. 1, 3) . No praise is 
strong enough to describe adequately the qualities of Indra. It 
is he who with his might has set apart earth and sky (x. 89. 1). 
In order to obtain soma from his father Tvastr or Dyaus he 
seized his father by foot and slew him (iv. 18. 12; 3. 48. 4). 
He came to be considered as the supreme Lord from whom all 
the gods took their origin. "Indra is sovereign Lord of Earth 
and Heaven, Indra is Lord of waters and of mountains. Indra 
is Lordof the prosperous and sages, .Indra must be invoked in 
rest and effort" (x. 89. 10). But 'he is mainly known as the 
national war god of the Aryans.48 A large number of myths 

47. Indra is perhaps t:J1e most popular of all vedic gods. No fewer 
than two hundred and fifty hymns are addressed to him in the Rig 
veda alone, as against ten to Varuna, and thirty-five to Mitra, 
Varuna and Aditya together. 

48. As the Aryan inyaders advanced farther into India, the atmospheric 
changes affected them deeply. The storms and the sun were more 
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surrounding Indra is in relation to the warfal'e' of this god. 'H~ 
is in charge of establishing order in the world. The basic form 
of his saving ai:titud~ is represented by his successful encounter 
,vith the demon Vrtra,49 and his releaSing of the imprisoned 
cows, waters, or light. As he liberated rain; with the defeat of 
the cloud-demon by his thunder bolt, he is known as rain God.50 
Of the other 'gods Indra is closely connected with his troop 

terrific, arid the display of divine power became more and' more 
concentrated in the rage of the elements. Sun has become a deadly 
power as well as one beneficient. Seeing the rain falling after a 
long draught, they thought it to be a miracle accomplished by a God 
who is both' fierce and benevolent in the sense that he liberated 
water imprisond by some enemy, for theirbenefi~~The theme of 
the liberation of the waters, evidently naturalistic in origin,is 
often confused with other mythical themes, the .conquest· of. light, 
of the Sun, of the divine waters, conferring Indra the title of a 
great warrior God (Cf. Monier Williams, Hinduism, London, 1894, 
p. 23ff.; A.B. Keith, Religion and ...... opus cit" p. 129; Louis 
Renou, Vedic India. p. 63). 

49 .. Even the etymological signification of the word Vrtra reveals the 
'evil character of the great foe. It comes from the root Vr which 
means; "to. cover, to conceal, to obstru¢t, to hide etc". (cf. Monier 
Williams,' Sanskrit English Dictionary; Oxford, 1960, p. 1007; A.A. 
Macdoneil, Apractical Sanskrit Diet., Oxford, 1965, p.294). Hence 
Vrtra can be a personification of concealment or covering.. To 
Oldenberg Vrtra signifies enemy, the one who 'blocks the route of 
the invaders (E. Oldenberg, La Religion Du Veda. Paris; 1903, p. 
112). Vrtra. is generally represented as the enemy who prevented 
the rain from falling on the eanh (RV. ii. 14. 2; 1. 52. 6). The 
great scholars give different opinions regarding Vrtra. To Max MUller 
he is a demon of darkness, who hides or covers light· or rain (cf. Max 

. Miiller;Chips from a GermanWotkshop,' Vol. iv., London, 1894-
'1895, pp. 249, 253; Referring toRV. t '57. 6 Macdonell points Qut 
that Vrtra'is .one of the individual demons (A.A. Macdonell, Vedic 
Mythology, Strassburg, 1897> p. 158); According .to Muir, he re.
presents the hostile powers in the atmosphere who malevolently 
shut up the. watery treasures in the clOUds (J. Muir, Original 
Sanskrit texts, London, 1898, vol. v; p. 95). 

50. Etymologically the word Indra means "highest, chief prince of" 
(Cf. A.A. Macdonell, A Practical.. . opus cit., p. 45). E.D. Perry 
brings out the explanations regarding the etymology and original 
meaning· given by. different scholoars: Max Muller and Muir con
sider Indra to be Jupiter; To Grassman, he is the God of the. 
bright vault of heaven (Cf. E. D. Pe~y, Indra in the Rig Veda, an . 
ait.in JAOS: 11 (l89~), p. 20. 
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Maruts,51 with Agni (Fire) whom he generates and finds in the 
waters, and to whom he is akin in nature.52 And with Surya 
he is here and there identified, "Surya is he: throughout the wide 
expanses shall Indra turn him,swift as car· wheels hither, like 
a stream resting not but ever active: he has destroyed with light, 
the blacbhued darkness" (RV. x. 89. 2).53 We have already 
seen that Indra was in conflict with the great as sura god Varuna. 
There are some who think that the latent tension that exists 
between them symbolises the tension between the Brahman priest 
and Kshatriya warriors in their social relations.54 Indr2; also 
is a binding god as Varuna; He too uses the magic power of 
imprisonment against his enemies.55 It is said of Indra that 
he brought a "bond" for Vrtra (RV. ii. 30. 2), and bound him 
without cords (ii. 13. 9p6 

51. Marut signifies, "relating to or belonging to Maruts or storm gods; 
God or wind; vital air, etc" (cf. A. A. Macdonell, 9. 226). Though 
Maruts are born of Rudra, (RV. x. 81. I), they .are always seen 
associated with Indra who is mainly known as' the principal· starin 
God. Maruts, under the leadership of Indra fight against "rtra, 
using the same weapon as Indra.. They are also called Rudras 
(v. 87. 7), who are otherwise known as great ·"confidents of Vishnu" 
(v. 87. 8), Maruts are generaliy invoked in plural, but . sometimes 
we see only one God· (vi. 66. 11;) (Cf. Mircea Eliade,. patterns ... 
opus cit., p. 87; Oldenberg, opus cit., p. 116; L. Renou, Vedic ;/ndia, 
p. 63). 

52. Many are the hymns devoted to the praise of Agni and India in 
common. They are considered to be twins ... born of the same 
parents, "Heaven and Earth". Impetuous is their strength, and keen 
the lighting of the mighty pair ... two gods are partners ... (RV. v; 
86. 3-5). 

53. Indra, though sometimes appear as Agni, Vishnu, or Rudra; is 
considered as the sole object of adoration (H.H. Wilson, Rig Veda 
Sanhita, vol. iii., Poona, 1926, PP. v, vi). 

54. Cf. R.C. Zaehner, opus cit., pp. 24. 
55. Cf. Mircea Eliade, Images and Symbols, trans. by philip Mairet, 

New York, 1961, p. 99; H. Olden berg, opus cit., p. 137. 
56. The slaying of Vrtra is not merely attributed to Indra: by the 

syncretism, which is a very general phenomenon in the Veda, it is 
also attributed to Agni, and Soma. The gods usa whole are sup
posed to aid Indra ih the contest, but at the roaring of the demon 
(Vrtra), they all fled, leaving the Maruts only to aid him. (Cf. A.B. 
Keith, . opus cit:, p. 127; H. Oldenberg., p. 116).-
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Indra and Trimurti. 

What relation Indra has got with the Divine Triad? In 
Zaehner's view Indra prefigures Krishna, the incarnation of 
Vishnu, as his beginnings are humble and his character is recog
nisably human.57 Indra's childhood is beset with difficulties. 

Once born58 he was wanted by none, but feared by all; his 
mother attempts to hide him and leaves him to his own devices, 
"like an unlicked calf" (RV. iv. 18. 10). Indra is a hero till 
the end, like Krishna of Mahabharata, a man-god, not just a man, 
nor just a God. He who kills the demon with his immeasurable 
might is like Vishnu who also is named as a demon slayer.59 By 
destroying the demon Vrtra he acts like Krishna, who came to 
destroy the wicked and to establish order in the world. 

We find that Indra is in a way related to Rudra too, who 
became the later Siva. This is specially in connection with his 
generative actlvlty. Indra is constantly compared to a bull. 
Rudra, the pre-Aryan deity, also is addressed as a bull-god (RV. 
ii. 33. 3, 6, 8). In another hymn Rudra, the father of Maruts 
(ii. 33. I) generated them so: "The bull Rudra created them 
in the bright breast of prsni" (RV. ii. 34. 2). But we see also 
that as a bull, Indra united himself to a cow goddess of cosmic 
proportions. Prsni was one of her names, Sabardugha another; 
but she remains always a cow procreating all things.60 

Yet in the Rig Veda itself we see Indra the great god show
ing the signs of decline, giving way to the development of the 
sectarian deities, as Vishnu and others, whom he prefigured. It 
was the beginning of philosophical thinking. They dared even 
to question his very existence .. "Where is he?", they asked; 
"He is not", was the reply. "He sweeps away like birds, the 
foe's possessions" (RV. ii. 12. 5). 

57. R.C. Zaehner, opus cit., p; 25. 
58. The birth of Indra is mysterious, like that of many other ancient 

. gods. He came out through his mother's side (RV. iv. 18. 1. 2). 
59. Cf. J. Gonda, art. cit., in The Supreme Reality in Non Christian 

Religions, p. 123. 
60 Cf. Mircea Eliade, patterns in ... p. 86. 
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TERRESTRIAL GODS 

Agni (;The Fire God) 

Agni means fire.61 Agni is the second great God of the 
vedic worshippers and the most important in connection with 
sacrificial rites.62 More than two hundred hymns are found in 
the Rig Veda in honour of Agni.63 It is in Agni that the divine 
and human worlds most nearly coalesce, for Agni is the God who, 
as fire, consumes the sacrifice and, as priest, presents it to the 
gods above. So he is the mediator or rather a messenger between 
gods and men.64 This god is born in heaven, in the atmosphere 
and on the earth. He is considered as the "child of Heaven" 
(RV. vi. 8. 2; 1. 143.2); he is again stated to have been born 
in the highest heaven (RV. vi. 49. 27); he is also identified with 
the light of heaven (RV. x. 88. 6; viii. 44. 29 etc). Agni'is 
old and still always again young; he is ageless, immortal, unsur
mountable, in the possession of all strength, and an untiring 
conqueror.65 

Agni is god of all men (RV. v. 24.4), and at the same time 
he acts as the priest ( RV. v. 25. 2). Agni can be seen from 
two points: one in which he is found as the great God, powerful, 
who surpasses everything in greatness (RV. viii. 91. 9), and the 
other in which he is seen as the friend and kinsman of all. He 
is both god and minister (RV. v. 22. 2). Agni, though exalted 
both in Heaven and on Earth (vii. 7. 5), is· generally considered 
as their child (RV. x. 1. 2). He is the Supreme Lord above 
all gods (RV. viii. 91. 17). Yet he is their common "infant" 
(RV. vi. 7. 4). The Union of these two opposing qualities, great
ness and smallness, old age and childhood, might and humility 
into the person of the Fire God has influenced a lot in the later 

61. The word is related to the Latin Ignis. It could not have provided 
the name of a God except by adding to the images of fire, those of 
the officiating priest and the metaphorical apparatus of the. sacrifice, 
(Cf. L. Renou, Vedic India, p. 69). 

62. Cf. A.B. Keith, The Mythology of the races, p. 38. 
63. The vedic sages could easily discern a powerful deity behind this 

natural phenomena of fire (Cf. Zacharias O.e.D., opus cit., p. 18). 
64. RV. iv. 1. 1; x. 91. 18; Cf. also Za~hner, opus cit., 

p. 19 and P. Masson-Oursel in Histoire des Religions, by Maxime 
Gorce and Raoul Mortier, Paris, 1947, vol. iii, p. 7. 

65. Cf. J. Gonda, Die Religionen lndiens, Stuttgart, 1960, voL l,p. 67. 
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development of Hindu thought. Born in heaven he descends to 
earth. He is born again on the earth as the mouth of the gods. 
For it is he who devours the oblation made by men; or as priest' 
he brings down the gods, as God takes the sacrifice to gods.66 

He is the immortal who delights in all oblations brought by 
mortal men (RV. v. 18. 1). Agni is the repeller of all evil (SB. 
7. 3. 2if). These benevolent qualities of Agni in favour of men 
give human . life, according to Oldenberg, a. centre of great social 
and religious importance.67 

The Birth of the Fire God. 

We find quite a number of parents in the vedas who gene
rated Agni. His mythical parents are Dyaus and Prithvi 
(Heaven and Earth), or Tvastr; and the waters (RV. x. 2. 7.). 
But he is also a child of all the gods whose father however he 
is (RV. vi. 7. 4.). In the Aitareya Brahmana (viii. 28) we find 
that the Sun on setting enters into Agni, while in Rig Veda we 
see Agni uniting himself with the rays of the Sun (v. 37. 1; 
vii. 2. 1) .68 

More important is his birth from two fire sticks, the upper 
one being male and the lower one considered as the female (RV. 
1. 127.4; vii. 1. 1.). Agniis latent in the sticks. When they are 
stricken the fire comes out. As force is needed for his production, 
Agni is the son of Strength. He is born for ever (RV. iv. 2. 2). 
Not only men are engaged in kindling the fire, but also gods and 
priests (RV. v. 25.2). 

66. In the hymn (iv. 2. 5), Agni is presented as an Asura priest WhO. , .. ].II'~·II.'. 
is essentially a demon. But we see again, "Agni, the Asura -shall 
set as Herald, calling Gods hither (or our great good fortune (vii. 
30. 3); Mircea Eliade, Patterns ... opus cit., p. 417. 

67. Cf. J. Gonda, Some Observations on the relations between "Gods" 
and "powers" in the Veda a propos of the phrase Sunuh, Sahasah, 
quoted from Religion des Veda by H. Oldenberg:, s--Gravenhage, 
1957, p. 39. . 

68. In one hymn we see Agni named as Surya (iv. 1. 17). But Keith 
does not share in the view that Sun is a manifestation of, Agni. 
He considers Sun to be too great and prominent a deity to be 
treated merely as a form of Agni (Cf. A.B. Keith, Religion ... opus 
cit., p. 156. 
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Agni in domestic' Ritual 

Though Agni is greater than heaven and earth and all the 
worlds, he is also a humble house holder-he is the household 
fue which even today is the centre of the domestic ritual, or 
again he is a guest in the houses of men.69 

This domestic side of the worship is constantly referred, 
and he is described as father, brother; son or even as mother. He 
has the epithet domestic, and is styled Lord of the house (RV. 
vii. 15. 7.). So Agni is called the immortal who abides among 
mortals in the human habitations. He reveals his great impor
tance in connection with certain sacrifices, assuming a triple form. 
According to certain authors, the lise of three fires distinct from 
the ordinary fire, in the sacrifice began even before the times 6f 
Rig Veda.7o 

Position of Agni in the progressive Development of the Triadic 
Concept 0/ God. 

From what has been said above it is clear how important 
was the role played by Agni with regard to the evolution of the 
Triadic concept of God in later Hinduism. He was at the same 
time a symbol of unity and multiplicity. Indrahas . tendered great 
service to the vedic Aryans by letting down torrents of rain that 
was necessary for their agricultural and pastoral life .. But, what 
could rain effect without the aid. of heat? They found this force, 
the intensity of which must have impressed them with awe. 
"Hence the second great God of vedic worshippers and the most 
important in connection with sacrificial. rites, is Agni, ( Ignis) , 
"the God of fire" .71 As he embodied in himself all the three 
regions of the universe by his triple birth, he was referring to 
the idea of one God, which became prominent in the later Vedic 

69. RV. v. 18. 1; "He is the meeting place of gods and men and the 
bond of union between· them pervading everything ill' heaven and 
atmosphere and earth as Sun, lightning and fire, he is none the 
less the "navel of the -earth" (RV. 1.59. 2.), the sacral "centre" of 
the family, the tribe, and ultimately of the whole universe" (Cf. 
R.C. Zaehner, Hinduism p. 20). 

70. Cf. A.B. Keith, Religion and,.,opus cit., P. 287. 
71. Cf. Mortier Williams, Hinduism, opus cit., p. 23. 
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period. All the gods together worship Agni, who is the supreme 
One. "Three times a hundred gods and thrice a thousand, and 
three times ten and nine have worshipped Agni" (RV. iii. 9. 9). 
Again the development of the sectarian gods as the manifestation 
of the Supreme Brahman, of which we shall speak in the coming 
chapters, is symbolically foreshadowed in the case of the God 
Agni. For we see not only one Agni, or one fire-God, but many 
Agnis; one fire is made by many other fires. That one fire can 
be called the Supreme One. We see "by Agni, Agni is kindled", 
or "by fire, fire is kindled" (RV. 1. 12. 6), or "with all Agni 
(i.e. with all thy fires), 0 Agni,accept this sacrifice at this prayer, 
o young (son) of strength" (1. 12. 10). His triple birth, the 
three fires etc. point to the future triad of gods in the post vedic 
age.72 

Rudra 
The worship of Siva, known earlier as Rudra, goes back to 

the Vedas. The great sectarian deity of the late Hinduism began 
to show his appearence from the pre Aryan period. This is clear 
from the portrayal of a deity that appears on a roughly carved 
seal found during the 'exc-avations in Mohanjodaro.73 In the 

72. From the relations of Agni with.lndra and Surya, Monier Williams 
deduces easily the triadic concept of gods, "Fire on earth, Sun in 
the sky, lightning in the clouds; these three, Indra, Agni, Surya 
constitute the vedic triad of Gods" Monier Williams, Hinduism, p. 23. 

73. A three-faced personage is seated on a low platform, with his legs 
bent double beneath him, and feet placed heel to heel with toes 
turned down. His extended arms are encased in bangles, and more 
ornaments cover his chest. His head is crowned with a tall head 
dress from which long horns project. At his right hand are an 
elephant and a tiger, at his left a rhinoceros and buffalo, and, 
beneath the throne are two deer. At the top of the seal is an in
scription of seven characters. The .personage represented in this 
seal can be plausibly identified as the prototype of Siva. His three 
faces accord with the representation of Siva as often having three, 
four or five faces, and usually three eyes supposed to denote in
sight into the past, present and future.' His posture is that of a 
Yogi, and Siva is regarded as the typical ascetic and prince of all 
Yogis. He is accompanied by wild animals, and Siva is called the 
Lord of beasts. His horned head-dress is compared to the trisul 
or trident later used as royal insignia, a religious symbol in early 
Buddhlstic sculpture, and often - specially associated in Hinduism 
with Siva (Cf. Jack Finegan, opus cit., p. 127; M. Dhavamony, in 
Religious Hinduism, by Jesuit Scholars, Allahabad, 1964, pp. 251-2). 
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Rigveda he is not very prominent. Still he is a god of marked 
individuality, of varied but highly coloured appearence, and with 
a varied armament in which the bow and arrows are already 
predominent.74. 

The God of death according to the early popular mythology 
was not Yama, but, Rudra, the red one. He was also the God 
of wild communities living on mountains and forests, who were 
generally given to uncivil activities.75 He is rarely associated 
with other gods except the Maruts, whose father he is (RV. ii. 
33. 1; vii. 35.6). 

The original nature of Rudra is far from clear. The name 
Rudra is Aryan, while D,ravidians called the Deity by the name 
Siva.76 Thegod is generally considered as a god of thunder 
storm.77 Even the gods fear that he may destroy them, for there 
is no one stronger than him. His anger can never be appeased, 
and the best that can be hoped for is that his shafts will be 
directed elsewhere, preferably against one's enemies. Total de
pendence upon this God is expressed in the hymn RV. ii. 33. 4. 
If in the Rig Veda Rudra is terrible, "splitting like a wild beast" 
(ii.33.11), in the later vedas and the Brahmanas he is far more 
so. 

The mild and auspicious character of Siva in the later period 
is not altogether missing in the Rudra of the Vedic times.78 
"To him are offered up oblations-invocations: Him would I ap-

74. cr. Louis Renou, Vedic India, p. 63. 
75. Cf. R.N. Dandekar, opus cit., p. 229; Identification of Rudra with 

the cult of the dead is not unanimously accepted by the scholars. 
Keith does not admit any relation between Rudra and the dead, 
neither in worship, nor in sacrifice. Rudra's place is the North, and 
not the south, which is essentially that of the' dead. Even though 
he admits of certain analogies between the ritual of the dead and 
that of Rudra, he concludes that it is because both the dead and 
Rudra have terrible characteristics (Cf. A.B. Keith, Religion ... opus 
cit., p. 147). 

76. The origin of the name Rudra remains obscure. It is said that 
when he was born, he wept. Prajapati, his father, asked the child 
the' reason of his weeping. He was told that he wept, since he had 
no name. Then prajapati called the child Rudra (from the root 
"rud", "to weep" (SB. vi. 1. 3. 8-10). There are some other symbolic 
etymologies t60. Rudra means "the howler" (Brhad-Devata, 2.' 34); 
"remover of pain", "roaring", "terrific", "red one", etc. 

77. Cf. H. Oldenberg, Religiondes ... opus cit., p. 181. 
78. CL J. Gonda, Die Religioncn ... opus cit., vol. 1. p. 86· 
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'pease, Rudra; with songs of praise; Compassionate is he, easy 
to'invoke; tawny (his body), lovely his Hps:may he not deliver 
us up to hls fearful wrath (RV. ii. 33. 5). This may' be the 
result of an attempt made by the vedic poets, in order to admit 
Rudra, who was the god of wild, in the groups of the gods. He 
is considered as furious and mild, as one who curses and blesses. 
The poet says: "I bend td thee, as thou approaches,Rudr.a, even 
as a boy before the sire who greets him (RV. ii. 33.12). He 
is the God who sends. siekness, still he is the best and 'most 
famous doctor, who cures with a thousand remedies, that are at 
his disposal (ii. 33. 2). He takes away the ailments sent by 
other gods too ( ii. 33. 7). In Rudra the opposites meet but 
are not reconciled; this is one of the reasons that this terror in: 
spiring God could develop t9 his full stature as Rudra-Siva.79 

Regarding sacrifice, Rudta' is in a position different from 
that of other gods. The aim of the worshipper is to sati~te 
Rudra and to avert his dangerous presence: for he is really a 
man-killer (RV. iv. 3. 6). 

The name Siva is not found in the Rig veda as the name of 
a God. It is with contact with the Aryan civilization that the 
pre Aryan Siva became Rudra in the vedas. 

Vishnu 

Along with Siva, Vishnu also became one of the great gods 
of the late Hinduism. "More peaceful than Siva, less awe in
spiring and transcendent, essentially propitious, more anthro
pomorphic even in his non-incarnate aspects, vishnu inspires 
loving adoration. "80 

The name can be differently explained according to its ety
mological origin. Vi, the root of Vishnu signifies "a bird".81 
Here it is interesting to note 'that in' several primitive religions, 
a bird is the symbol of fertility and productivity.82 Another 

79 ... In the great 'epics Mahabhdrata and Ramayana, eventhough Siva 
appears'. to have reached a prominent 'position; he still continues 
to represent the old. Rudra form (Cf. A .. P. Patmarker, Cultural 
Heritage oj India, opus.. cit .. vol. ii.. p.86). 

80. . P. Fallon, in Religious Hinduism, opus cit~; P. 86 .. 
81. A.A. Macdonell, opus cit .. p. 279. 
82. Vishnu is a god of fertility and productivity, a god intrinsicallY 

connected with the life of the agricultural and pastoral communi-
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explanation is that the name is derived from the root (vis, "the 
active one" or from vi and snu meaning" crossing the back of 
the world" or the earthly regions.83 

Vishnu's main action is the taking of three strides or steps, 
by which he covered the earth, atmosphere and the sky or be
yond it ...... , "For (this) his manly power, is Vishnu praised. 

Like a dread beast he wanders where he will, 
Haunting the mountains: in his three wide paces 
All worlds and beings (bhuvans) dwell" (RV. 1.154.2). 

His three-fold striding is explained in different ways. It may 
be taken as the three-fold manifestations of light in the form· of 
fire (on earth), lightning (in atmosphere), and Sun (in heaven). 
To Oldenberg, the strides signify mainly, the marching of the 
day, with three chief points, morning, midday and evening. In 
the marching of the God Vishnu, he sees the Sun in his daily 
appearance on the earth. The triple division of the universe 
into Heaven, space and earth also is alluded to.84 According to 
Zaehner, ViGhnu with his: mir'aculous . steps, measures out the 
earth and supports the heavens.85 It is said that the third step 
is ofa special nature and very sublime, since it is beyond the. 
ken of birds. Thus Vishnu became the greatest in all the three 
regions. 

What are these strides of Vishnu? This is narrated in the 
Brahmanas. This refers to a myth, that, having lost their sup
remacy· over the Asuras, the gods agree with them upon a divi
sion of the world whereby they will take as much is Vishnu 
who was. a dwarf could cover in three steps.. The Asuras seeing 
the dwarf nature of Vishnu agreed. But Vishnu, then in three 
steps occupied the whole universe thus defeating the enemies of 
gods (SB. 1.2.5.1,ff.). The later vedic scriptures elaborate the 
myth of the strides of the dwarf Vishnu. 

It must be admitted that Vishnu was not an insignificant 
deity, eventhough he was not adequately presented in the vedic 

ties. Dandekar, "Vishnu in tohe Veda", in Kane commemorative 
volume, (1941), pp. 95-111. 

83. Cf. A. B. Keith, Religion ..... . opus cit., P. 109. 
84. H. Oldenberg, opus cit., p. 191. 
85. R. C. Zaehner, Hinduism, p. 34. 
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hymns. There can really be little doubt as to the solar nature 
of Vishnu.86 

Conclusion 

This chapter helps as an introduction and a suitable back
ground for a better understanding of our theme namely, Tri
murti. Eventhough Trimfuti as such did not have any founda
tion in· the early stages of the Hindu religion, we find that this 
idea was not developed without due preparation. From the very 
beginning it seems that the Aryans had a special attraction to 
the number three. The basis of this might have been the simple 
observance of the natural phenomena, in the beginning.· They 
could easily divide the entire cosmos into three compartments
the Earth, atmosphere and sky. In their imagination they' in
vented gods also as protectors of these different regions. Who 
was the chief among these gods? It seems that it was not an 
important problem to the Indo-Aryans. We saw Surya, Varuna, 
Indra and Agni-each one enjoying superiority over the others, 
on different occasions. Eventhough the gods were of three re
gions the men under their protection live only on earth. It 
was the man of this lower region who invented the gods of 
other regions too. For whom? To no one other than himself. 
So in accordance with his needs, and desires, he considered the 
one or the other as the great God. In this early period, if the 
division was according to the regions, later when we reach the 
idea of Trimurti developed, we will see the division based main
lyon functions-of creation, preservation and destruction. Then 
also the classification will appear to be inexact. One God may 
be seen doing the functions of all the others. Still to arrive at 
the perfect idea of Trimurti we have to go a long way. 

86. This Vishnu in India became in time as independent a deity as 
Apollon and Dionysos ever were in. Greece, but they were all 
conceived as in the beginning sons of Heaven and earth, and as 
closely allied with the Sun in its various manifestatioI's. Cf. J. Gonda. 
Some Observations ..... . opus cit., p. 44. 
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CHAPTER II 

Brahman, The Absolute and Supreme 
God and Brahma, The First Member of 

Trimurti 

(A) Brahman, the Absolute and Supreme God. 

The idea of a supreme power behind everything, even be
hind the activities of the powerful gods, was not unknown to 
the vedic age. The Rig vedic poet expressed· this view when he 
uttered that the reality is truly only one, even though the priest 
and poets explain it in different ways (RV. 1. 164. 46). Some
times the Reality had been considered as the overseer in the 
highest heavens. Nobody is certain whence it originated, but 
the poet is sure that the gods came into being as a result of its 
emanation. This tendency seems to be pointing towards a mono
theistic view, which, however, we have to study deeply. A re
mote preparation leading towards the future philosophical deve
lopment of the upanishads was on the process; it is true that 
they did not know how to express it in appropriate terms, fot 
no one apprehended it fully. This Absolute Reality is considered 
as the supreme soul of the universe, self-existent, all pervading 
and eternal and denoted as Brahman, in difference to Brahma.1 
Among all the varied formulations of the first· and supreme prin
ciple none recurs more constantly throughout the later texts than 
this word Brahman. 

The Two Aspects of Brahman. 

The upanishads describe Brahman as having two aspects: 
the one devoid of any qualifying characteristics (Nirvisesha ) and 
the other endowed with qualities (Savisesha) . The former is 
further known as Nirguna (as having no quality), Anirvachaniya, 
apara, etc., while the later is termed Saguna, determinate and so 

1. Cf. History of Hindu Triad, opus cit., P. 15. 
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on. As the Apara Brahman is conceived to be devoid of any 
characteristic sign, it is completely incomprehensible.2 

The Upanishads tend to designate Brahman with attributes 
by the masculine 'He', and the attributeless Brahman by the 
neuter 'It'.3 

The later developmePt of the upanishadic period regarding 
the one God Brahman was actually due to the attempt to unify 
the various vedic gods, on whom Vedic men used to depend.4 

In their attempt to find out the basic unifying principle, the vedic 
poets first formulated various personalities as Prajapati (Lord 
of people) Visvakarman (the All Maker), and Putusa ( Male 
person) (RV. x. 121, 81, 90). It is first in the Satapatha Brah
mana (Brahmana of hundred steps) that we find the neuter 
Brahman exalted ,to the position of the Supreme principle, which 
is the moving force behinq the gods. 'The thirty three gods', 
we read in the S. Brahmana, 'have Brhaspati as purohita (priest), 
but Brhaspati is Brahman, therefore the meaning is they have 
Brahman as purohita (SB. xii. 8. 3. 29). Brahman is identified 
at one time with the wind, another withpranas, and at another 
with the Sun.5 To the question who this Brahman is, we find 
the following answer in the Maitiri upanishad: Brahman is 'fire, 
air, Sun, whatever. it is time, breath, food, Brahma, Rudra, 
Vishnu; some meditate upon one, some upon another .. .'.6 These 
are but the chief forms of the Supreme, the immortal, the bodi
less Brahman. To whichever one each man is devoted here, in 
this world he rejoices. For it has been said, "verily this world 
is Brahman."7 

But we still see that in this process of unification of the 
powers of different gods, they considered this Reality to be one 

2. There are two forms of Brahman, the formed and the formless, the 
mortal and the immortal, the unmoving and the moving, the actual 
(existent) and the true (being) (Br. UP. ii. 3. 1); Cf. also Dr. 
Chandradhar Sharma, A Critical Survey of Indian pihlosophy 
Delhi, 2 ed. 1964, p. 27. 

3. Cf. Swami Nikhilananda, The Upanishads, vol. 1. London, 1957. 
p. 27. 

4. Cf. Geoffrey parrinder; The Christian Debate, Light From the 
East, London, 1964, P. 54. 

5. Cf. H. Hillebrandt, in ERE, ed. by James Hastings, vol. iii, P. 799. 
6. Mai Up. iv. 5. . 
7. Mai UP. iv. 6. 
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possessing all powers. Since it was difficult to ascribe and limit 
the particular domain of each god, they concluded that the One 
revealed himself in many forms. The giant strides which the 
thinkers, made to reach the idea of the One God is better sum
marised in one of the upanishads, where we are told that there 
were at first more than three thousand and three hundred gods, 
and that they were reduced to thirty three, to six, to three, to 
two, to one and half, and at last to one, which one is the breath 
of life and his name is That.8 

The Meaning of the Word Brahman 

The word Brahman has assumed different significations be
fore it arrived at the £nal point. The philosophical system of 
the Vedanta adopts as its aim the search after Brahman, and 
makes this the central point of. its teaching. The loftier con
ception of Brahman speculation is there set forth, and is tl1en 
handed down to generation. According to A.H. Hillebrandt, for 
the religion and philosophical history of India, the wordBrah~. 
man possesses at least an equal significance with that of the term 
logos, (the Word) for Christianity.9 According to the same 
author, it is difficult to grasp the original meaning of the word, 
for as early as the Rig veda it appears endowed with various 
meanings; and cannot be identified precisely with any of our 
conceptions. 

The origins and etymology of the word are much disputed. 
Some. say it is from a root brith) meaning to grow or. increase, 
and was used of sounds like the roar of an elephant; to others 
it might be from the root brh) meaning 'to speak', or still better 
from its significations, 'to grow'. The last of these etymological 
significations, namely growth or persuasiveness is the most ac
cepted one.10 In the hymns of Rigveda, Brahman had been 
used as a sacred word, hymn or prayer addressed to gods. Later 
it began to be used as a magical power which was considered 
to be inherent in the prayers or sacrifices.ll 

8. Br. Up. iii. 9. 1. 
9. Cf. A. H. Hillebrandt, opus cit., p. 796. 

10. Geoffrey Parrinder, Upanishads, Gita and Bible, 1952, p; 20; C. B. 
papali, Hinduismus, vol. 1, p. 26. 

11. The efficiency of sacrifices was due not to any divine institution 
or benevolence of God, but to its inherent magical power; their 

3 
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Sayana interprets Brahman as meaning (a) food, food of
fering; (b) the chant of the Soma singer; (c) magical formula or 
text,mantra; (d) duly completed ceremonies; (e) the chant and 
sacrificial gift together; (f) the recitation of the Hotr priest; 
(g) great.12 The following explanation seems to be more cor
rect, Franklin Edgerton says: the oldest meaning of this word 
seems to be "holy knowledge", or (what to primitive man is 
the same thing) its expression, 'hymn' or 'incantation'. It is 
applied both to the ritual hymns of the Rig Veda and to the magic 
charms of the Atharva Veda. Any holy mystic utterance is 
Brahman. This is the regular, if not the exclusive, meaning 
which the word has in the Rig Veda.13 

The all pervasive Brahman 

Brahman is discussed in various ways in. the upanishads and 
some of these show the influence of magical ideas. We have 
seen that many gods were reduced to one. Sometimes speech 
is Brahman,14 the eye is Brahman,15 breath is Brahman,16 and so 
ear,17 mind18 and heart.19 These speculations appear to be 
materialistic and especially so, when Brahman is identified even 
with food, water, ether, etc. . 

All these show the pervasiveness of Brahman through all 
life. There is nothing outside of Brahman, the Absolute, nor 
cat). anything be conceived to be so .. Brahman is identified with 
SPace. It is the space outside of a man, and this is the same as 
sPace. within a man)O The real is the supra-cosmic, eternal, 
spaceless, timeless Brahman, who supports this cosmic manifesta
tion in space and time. He is t4e universe; spirit, Paramatman, 

efforts followed mechanically, either for good end or for bad end. 
<::;f •. Dasgupta, opus cit., vol.i, pp. 21-22. 

12. Sayana, quoted in ERE, vol. ii, P. 797. 
13. Franklin Edgerton, The Beginnings of Indian Philosophy, London, 

1965. p. 23. 
14. Br. UP. iv. 1. 2. 
15. Br. UP. iv. 1. 4. 
16. Br. Up. iv. 1. 3. 
17. Br.Up. iv. 1. 6. 
18. Br. Up. iv. 1. 6. 
19; Bi'. Up. iv. 1. 7. Cf. also Tat. Up. III. 1. 1. 
20: Chand. Up. iii. 12. 7-8. 
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who ensouls the cosmic forms and movements ... 21 The supreme 
is like salt melted in water. Salt as such is invisible, but is pre
sent in every tiny drop of water .22 

The Nature of this supreme Spirit. 

The Hindu poet never doubted the reality of the one Sup
reme Universal Spirit, however much the descriptions of it may 
faIl short of its nature. For him the God hides himself, affirm
ing that silence is more significant than speech regarding the 
depths of the Divine. Prof. MaxMiilIer quotes a well known 
passage from oJ;1e of the upanishads, stating that Brahman is 
silence: The disciple Vashkali said: 'Sir, tell me Brahman'. Then 
the sage Bhava became quite still. When Vashkali had asked a 
second time, Bhava replied: "We are telling it but thou does not 
understand, that Self in quite still."23 

The notion of Brahman is almost the notion of God in the 
Vedantic system, except the fact that it (Brahman-neuter) is de
void of any personality. It is a principle, a reality, something 
supreme, but it is not a personal God. Yet it must be admitted 
that the transcendental unity of God is expressed here. Brah
man can be said to be the 'universale or transcendentale in con
creto."24 It is as a result of the opposition to the false type of 
anthropomorphism of the popular Hinduism that individuality 
and consequently personality is denied of Brahman. 

Neti, Neti! 

According to the Vedantic philosopher the best way of des
cribing Brahman is by negative terms. They say Brahman is 
Neti, Ned, i.e., not this, not this. He is one who can be neither 
conceived nor perceived. It is impossible to comprehend what 
He is; we can only say what He is not. 'There the eye goes not, 
nor the mind; we know not, we understand not, how one can 
teach this.'25 Here the author of the upanishads states that the 

21. Conf. S. Radhakrishnan, TJJe Bhagavat Gita, London, 1967, P. 27. 
22. Br. Up. ii. iv. 12. 
23. F. Max Muller, Three Lectures on the Vedanta Philosophy, London, 

1894, p. 84. . 
24. C. B. Papali, Hinduismus, vol. 1, p. 127. 
25. Ke. Up. 1. 3. 
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knowledge of a thing arises through the senses or the mind and 
since Brahman is not reached by either of these, we do not 
know of what nature it is. We are therefore unable to under
stand how anyone can explain that Brahman to a disciple. 
Nevertheless 'it is the reality of theindivldualphenomenal 
activities."26 The following famous negative description of Brah
man is frorti the great sage Yajnavalkya who as a conclusion to 
his conversation with his wife Maitreyi states: That Self is to be 
described as not this, not this. He is incomprehensible, for he 
cannot be comprehended. He is indestructible, for he cannot be 
destroyed. He is unattached, for he does not attach himself. He 
is unfettered, he does not suffer, he is not injured .... 27 Brahman 
has· been compared to a spider who sends forth and then draws 
back itsthtead. Everything proceeds from him, and He is their 
final destination.28 

Existence of the sensible Objects 

According to the Vedantic philosophy there does not· exist 
anything but Brahman, the Supreme and Absolute. All that really 
~xists is identified with Brahman or everything is God.29 Then 
what is the explanation of the visible world with all the creatures 
both arumate and inanimate? 

The perfection of so abstract a God is no doubt inconceiv
able. He has to manifest himself if he is to be comprehended 
by others. In "their attempt to explain the relation of God to 
the world the Vedantists, found that God expresses himself by 
means of Maya. 

What is Maya? 

There has been much difference of opinion about the ety
mologyaridoriginal meaning of the word maya. It has been 

26: Principal Upanishads, Madras, 1968, p. 35. 
27. . Br. UP. iv. 5. 15. In the early upanishads, Atman· (Self), is the 

principle· of the individual consciousness and Brahman the super
natural ground of the cosmos. Soon the distinction diminishes and 
the two are identified. In the above passage Self and Brahman are 
seen to 'be indistinct. 

28. Cf. Geoffrey Parrinder, Upanishads, Gita ...... p. 121, Mund. Up. 
1; 1. 7 .. 

29. Cf. Monier Williams: Brahmanism alld .... .. p. 129 and Radhakr-
ishnan, HVL. p. 50. 
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considered as the 'Power of illusion'30 or 'trick of illusion',31 
asuravidyaor magic.32 It is regarded as the source of the visible 
universe, the illusion which would have us believe this world to 
be real, where as the only reality is the eternal and imperishable 
Brahman. It can be defined, as 'the incomprehensible insight, 
wisdom, judgement and power, enabling its possessor to create 
something or to do something, ascribed to mightybeings.33 It 
is the clieative activity of God. Maya is referred here\to a 
special ability of Brahman to create forms or rather to an in
explicable power of a High Being to assume forms, to project 
itself into externality, to assure an outward appearance, to appear 
in or as the phenomenal world. Everything· we see existing' is 
a manifestation or particularization of the one and sole divine 
essence.34 

In Rig veda the term Maya and its derivatives occur more 
than hundred times .. 

How this manifestation of Brahman is realised? Sankara35 

30. J. Gonda, Foul' Studies in the language of the Veda; S. Graven
hage, 1959, p. 119. 

31. F. Edgerton, opus cit., p. 359. God keeps the unwise from knowing 
his true nature.' 

32. Macdonell and Keith, Vedic Index of Names and Subjects,Delhi, 
Varnasi, vol., ii, 1958, p. 155. 

33. Cf. J. Gonda, Four Studies .. . opus cit., p. 126. 
34. Maya is derived from the root, rna, to form, to build, and original

ly meant the capacity to produce forms. The creative power by 
which God fashions the universe is called yogamaya (Cf. Bhagavat 
Gita; by Radhakrishnan, pp. 40-41 and BG. vii. 25). Maya is also 
known as prakriti, and consists of three gunas: sattva, rajas and 
tamas (goodness, passion and .darkness). The word gunas' is generally 
translated as quality, Essentially the gunas are the very stuff of 
Maya. All that exists in the universe consists of these three gunas. 
Brahman or· the great spirit after projecting' the universe remains 
hidden. in it,. just as a seed, after producing a tree, remains hidden 

. in the tree. This' Brahman, by the action of Maya becomes perso
nalised as creator; preserver and destroyer (with the' personal repreSefl" 
tations Brahma, Vishnu and Siva). Cf, Swanii. Nikhilananda, The 
Upanishads, 2nd selection, London 1957, P. 73. 

35. -Sri Sankaracharya is the greatest of the philosophers, of India. He 
was born in a Brahmin family, at Kalady, in' the present, state of 

. Kerala, in S. India, most probably· in the year 788 A'D .. Sankara 
: is greatly· extolled on account of his Advaitaphilosophy .. (Advaita 
signifies nonduality). This is known as Advaita Vedanta. Vedanta 
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attributes it to the action of maya on the Supreme, the cause of 
the entire world. This power or maya is neither a 'being' (sat), 
for being is only Brahman, nor a non-being (asat), for at any 
rate it produces the appearance of this world. Being associated 
with this principle of illusion, Brahman is enabled to project the 
appearances of animate and inanimate beings. Brahman acting 
by the power (sakti) of maya can be better called Iswara, the 
Lord. 

Thus we see God the Supreme, takes the personal form to 
produce the material world. Maya is not the original cause. It 
only serves to make God manifest himself in the world. It 
creates the diversity of the grades of existence as higher and lower. 
When the multiplicity shuts us away from the reality of God, 
maya is called Avidya. When subject to it, individuals feel that 
they have a separate existence and thus become subject to 
bondage.36 

literally means the end of the vedas. The vedanta philosophy teaches 
the oneness of God, soul and the Universe. But the Vedanta as it 
is called at the present day, really comprises all the various sects that 
now exist· in India .... It practically forms the scriptures of the 
Hindus, and all systems of philosophy that are orthodox have to 
take it as their foundation ... All the vedantists agree on three points. 
They believe in God, in the vedas as revealed, and in cycles. The 
belief about the cycles is as follows: All matter throughout the 
universe is the outcome of one primal matter called Akasha; and 
all force, whether. gravitation, attraction or repulsion,· or life is the 
outcome of one primal force called Prana. Prana acting on Akasha is 
creating or projecting the universe .... plants, animals, men, stars and 
so on are made~o... After an incalculable period of time, this 
evolution ceases and involution begins, every!, thing being resolved 
back through their finer and finer forms into the original Akasha 
and prana, (prakriti and Purusha of the Samkhya Philosophical 
system), when a new cycle follows. Now there is something beyond 
Akasha lmd Prana-both can be resolved into a third called, Mahat
the Cosmic mind. The cosmic mind does not create Akasha and 
Prana, but changes itself into them. (Cf. Swami Vivekananda, 
Vedanta Philosophy (at the Harward UnL), Calcutta, 1966, pp.1-6'). 

36. Cf. S. Radhakrishnan, The Bra.hma Sutra, London, 1960, p. 91. 
Here we deem it proper to give a note on the explanation of S. 
Vivekananda, the grat Vedantic philosopher of modern times, regard
ing this manifestation of God. If there exists really only one Being 
(Sat), which converts itself into world, men etc., then the question 
arises, how the unchangeable (for that which is Absolute is uncange
a.ble) can be changed into that which is changeable and perishable. 
The followers of Sankara say that the universe is the apparent 
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They theory of maya, with its activity for the manifestation 
of the Supreme Brahman, is held by Sankara. But it must be 
noted that the different theistic systems adopted by the large 
majority of the Hindus do not advocate the doctrine of :~vliiya.37 

Sacchidananda (Sat-Chit-Ananda) 

Sankara points out that God is one undivided Reality, com
pact of knowledge and Bliss Absolute.38 The best definition that 
can be conceived by human reason of this supreme God is 
Sacchidananda (Existence, knowledge -and bliss). 

The term, however does not appear in any of the principal 
upanishads, though Brahman is often described in them by such 
separate terms as Reality, Consciousness and Bliss. The· three 
attributes can be further described as Truth, goodness and beauty 
(Sat yam, sivam, sundaram))9 By knowing it the unseenlJe
comes seen, the unknown becomes known, the unthought of 
becomes the thought of.40 

Absolute remains in the philosophical World 

We have been thinking of the Supreme and Absolute 
Brahman, all the way. What relation a common man has with 
this transcendental Being? The attributes given to Him (mostly 

I negative) were incomprehensible to every one who was not a 
philosopher. The Supreme Being is unmanifest, unthinkable, un
changing, neither existent, nor non-existent etc. It became there
fore necessary to conceive God in a personal way. God though 

evolution of God. God is the material cause of this universe, but 
not really, only apparently. The celebrated illustration used is that 
of the rope and the snake, where the rope appeared to be the 
snake, but was not really 50_ The rope did not really change into 
the snake. The Being is not. really changed and all the changes we 
see in it are only apparent... :When one sees God, the universe 
vanishes entirely Cf. S. Vivekananda, Vedanta phi. opus cit., pp. 
9-10). 

37. Cf. Radbakrishnan, HVL, p. 45. 
38. Cf. Swami Tattwananda,The Quintescence of Vedants, Kalady, 

1960, P. xxx. T 
39: In the Taittiriya Up~ we find the attributes, Sat yam, Jnanam, 

Anandam (Truth, knowledge and bliss), Taitt. Up. ii. 1. 1. 
40. Cf. also Chandradhar Sharma, A Critical Survey of Indian Philo

sophy, London, 1960, p. 26. 
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a transcendental reality ought 'to have been present before man's 
eyes, For, Nirguria Brahman as an abstract principle could not 
be worshipped, prayed to or meditated upon. But being the 
immortal essence of every man, it· compels us to show' respect 
to all, inspite of-their illusory masks. Thus though it cannot be 
an object of formal devotion, it gives reality to the gods, being 
their inner. substance, and thus binds together all worshippers in 
the co1i1mon quest for truth.41 

Saguna Brahman or Brahman in the form of a personal God, 
who is immanent in the universe and conditioned by maya, has 

41. . It . is to be noted that not all the. philosophers of India wer~ 
strict adherents of this advaita siddhanta of Sankara. Ramanuja, 

. the great Vaishnavaite phil~sopher of the' eleventh century, also 
like Sankara,' called himself a Vedantin, but he differed radi~allY 
from the views of Sankara. He. called his system Visishtadvaita 
(qualified advaita, signifying non-duality' in difference). He made 
the personal God supreme. While Brahman, souls and the world are 
all different and eternal, they are at the same time inseparable, 
Inseparability is not identity. Brahman is related to the two others 
as soul to the body. They are sustained by him and subject to his 
control. For Ramanuja the phenomenal world is real and Maya is 
God's mode of operation in it. While mattet and souls exist for 
god's sake, He exists for himself. The three together form 'an 
organic whole, while . Brahman is the inspiring principle of both 
the other. two. So according to Ramanuja the world and the in
dividual souls have a definite entity of their own, which is perfectly 
real, even though theY' are parts of, and therefore much inferior in 
rank to, the God Brahman, who is really Personal. The interpre
tation made by Ramanuja of the upanishads is called Brahma
Parinama vada; which means, Brahman really transforms Himself as 
the world of matter and of souls, while Sankara interprets them in 
the sense of Brahma-Vivarta-vada (i.e. Brahman unreally appears, 
through ignorance as the' world of matter and of souls (Of. also 
ChandradharSharma, opus cit;, p. 27. 
Madhva is .another great philosopher (13th cent;) who' differed' from 
bothSankara and Ramanuja .. He· called' himself' a dualist (dwaita). 
Madhva made a threefold distinction between God who. alone is 
absolute and independent, human souls'which are. 'eternal, though 
subject ,to .. him; and matter. For him souls are 'of three types, (i) 
souls destined for liberatioil and loving communion. with' Vishnu, 

, ". his consort' Lakshini and the wind ,god vayu; (ii) souls. expecting 
an endless series cif rebirth; (iii) souls who . are condemned and con
sequimtly - expecting eternal punishment in hell. Vallabha, Nim
baraka and others proposed different doctrines. . 
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His foundation in Nirguna Brahman.42 Creation, preservation 
and destruction are the activities of the saguna Brahman, which 
infact can' never touah . the serene depths, of the attributeless 
Reality. In the Mait. Up. we read,: ''These (Fire, air, sun; 
time, whatever it is, breath, food, Brahma, Rildra, Vishnu) are 
the chief forms of the Supreme, the immortal, the bodiless 
Brahman. To which ever one each man is devoted here, in His 
world he rejoices. For it has been said, "verily, the whole world 
is Brahman" .43 

OM 

Om is the most sacred word of the vedas. :This symbol is 
used for Brahman both personal and impersonal. In the epic 
Mahabharata, we read: "The deities and the rishis (sages), the 
snakes, and the Asuras seated around the Lord of all creatures, 
asked him, saying,~Letthat which is highly beneficial for us to 
be declared!-Unto them that required about what is highly 
beneficial, the Holy One uttered only one word -OM-, which 
is Brahma in one syllable ... ".44 This syllable is verily the ever
lasting spirit. 

This syllable, indeed is the highest end; knowing' this very 
syllable, whatever anyone desires will, indeed, be his.45 Accord
ing to Hindu Philosophy, the whole of this universe has name 
and form (nama-rupa) as the.conditions of itsmani£estation. The 
form is its outer crust, of which the name or idea is the inner 
essence or kernel. The universe perceived by the five. senses is 
the form, behind which stands the eternal kernel or the word.46 
The symbol of this eternal principle is Om, also written Aum. 

42. We have already seen that· maya is conceived. as Brahman's in
scrutable power. It is in association with Maya that Brahman be
comes the dynamic creator of the universe. . Ramanuja describes 
maya as 'a screen that'hides the true nature of the Lord'. Cf. S. 
Nikhilananda, opus cit., vol. 1, p. 40. 

43. Mai. Up. iv. 6. 
44. Vyasa's . MahabMrata, .publ, by. Ptatapachandra Ray; Aswamedha 

parva, Calcutta, 1894, p. 67. 
45. Ka. Up. i. 2. 16. 
46. This eternal word behind every creation or m'anifestation is like 

the logos of St. John. 
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To Zaelmer, Om signifies 'imperishable being'.47 In the Brah
manas, it occurs more frequently as a response, to each Rig-Vedic 
verse uttered by the Hotr (priest) meaning 'yes', 'so be it', 
answering to the Christian 'Amen'.48 Prof. MaxMiiller also holds 
that this syllable stands for 'Amen', a syllable of permission. He 
quotes from Ch. Up. 'verily, this syllable is of assent, for when
ever one assents to anything he says simply 'amen'.49 

The letters A, U, M, are called the three quarters, or letters 
of OM. There is a fourth quarter also, denoted by the prolonged 
undifferentiated sound M} which comes at the end as the word is 
pronounced.50 

The syllable OM is the symbol of the personal God or in 
his manifestation as Trimurti-with the three· functions of crea
tion, preservation and destruction.51 

(B) THE SUPREME IN ITS PERSONAL MANIFESTATION 
-SAGUNA BRAHMAN 

Salutation to Brahma 

"Aum, May Mitra (the Sun) be propitious to us; mayVaruna 
(be) propitious (to us) ...... Salutation to Brahma. Salutation 
to Thee, 0 Vayu. Thbu indeed, art the visible (perceptible) 
Brahman. Of thee, indeed, the perceptible Brahman, will I 
speak. I will speak the right, I will speak the true ... '.' .52 

Brahma is the first person of the Trimillti. His origin, main 
operation, relation with the creatures, present state etc. are dis
cussed in this second part. Brahma, as the God of creation is 
not found in the Rig-Veda, but he appears in the Atharva-Veda 
and several of the Brahmanas. Brahma, considered as the creator 

47. R. C. Zaehner, Hindu Scriptures, London, 1968, p. 211 (note, 
no. 1). 

48.S. Radbakrishnan, pri. Up. P. 615. 
49. MaxMiiller, Three Lectures on the Vedanta PhilosophY, London 

1894, p. 115. 
50. Man. Up. 12. 
51. According to J. M. Mitchell, A denotes Vishnu, possessing the 

quality of goodness, U stands. for Siva, having the qualitY' of 
tamas, and M is for Brahma, with the rajas quality (Cf. J. M. 
Mitchell, Hinduism Past and Present, 1885, London, p. 136). 

52. Tait. Up. i. 1. 1. 
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of all the worlds, and the first born of all beings, is a popular 
personification of the impersonal and abstract supreme . spirit 
realised by way of a long evolutive process.53 

Brahma differs from the Absolute Brahman 

Brahman and Brahma are different grammatically too accord
ing to their gender. The former is neuter, and denotes the 
Supreme 'soul of the universe, self~e.xistent, all pervading and 
eternal. While Brahma is masculine and represents the supreme 
spirit . manif)ested as the active creator of the universe. This 
creator of the universe, the great father, or paternal uncle is the 
mythical personification of Brahman the Absolute.54 . 

The teaching of Brahma, or the Lower Brahman was meant 
especially for . those who . were incapable of comprehending the 
higher knowledge of the abstract Reality.· For such people, a 
special doctrine of the universe was formed, in which it was told 
that Brahman appeared as the creator of the world, which was 
then informed, sustained, and whose continued working would 
be ensured by his universal and vitalizing presence. In this sense 
Brahman is immanent in the universe which has not any existence 
apart from him. The universe will ultimately be resolved or 
cease to be, returning into the source from which it came.55 

53. Cf. Dizionario Encyc;lopaedico Italiano, vol. ii, Roma, 1955, p. 456. 
54. Cf. Pietro Tacchi Venturi (ed.), Storia delle religoni, vol. i, Torino 

1949, p. 46. 
55. This is otherwise called the cycle of Brahman. Individual subjects 

come into existence and die, but the universe continues to exist. 
It is Brahm::l., Who is the eternal knowing subject, who sustains the 
universe; Yugas are said to be the ages of the world. They are 
four in number. In the first Yuga called 'Krta', whose duration 
is considered to be 4800 years of Gods (each year of gods being 
equal to 360 years of men), there is perfect and eternal righteous
ness. In the next three Yugas Viz., treta, dvapara and Kali con
sistingrespectively of 3600, 2400 and 1200 years of gods dharma 
(righteousness) guadually decreases by one fourth, remaining to the 
extent of only one fourth in the Kali Yuga. These fouryugas 
together make· a Maha Yuga or a Manvantara and two thousand 
such mahayugas make a Kalpa. Kalpa is a day in the life of 
Brahm::l., the creat()r, another Kalpa, a night. A hundred years 
of .Brahma constitutes his life. But even this duration of the life 
of Brahma does not succeed in exhausting time, for the gods are 
not eternal, and the cosmic creati()ns and destinations succeed one 
after another ad infinitum. It makes the cycle of creation, destruc-. 
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Brahman theref.ore becomes individualised endowed with pro
perties and capacities, and an apparent or provisional reality is 
allowed to the universe and to the souls therein. 

Brahmanda 

According to the vedic seers the universe is the egg of 
Brahma (Brahmanda), Which means cosmic egg. The name is 
derived from the ovel shape of the universe. The Brahmanda may 
be compared to a single solar system. Each Brahmanda has as 
its own Lord or Controller, the Lord Iswara. This Lord Iswara 
(lswara here stands for Saguna Brahman), has three aspects: as 
Brahma he creates, as Vishnu he preserves, and as Siva· he 
destroys. These three, form one Lord, or God, who is known by 
three different names according to his three functions. As 
Brahmandas are without number, so too are the Brahmas, Vishnus 
and Sivas withqut number.56 All these deities are under on~ 
supreme Lord, the Saguna Brahman. Thus there are innumerable 
Brahmandas in the creation, each with independent ruling Lord, 
and under Him, in each universe, many subsidiary deities. We 
read in the Mundaka Up. that Brahma arose as the first among 
the gods, the maker of the universe, the protector of all world. 
He taught the knowledge of Brahman, the foundation of all know
ledge, to Atharvan his eldest son (According to Sankara, Brahma 
here is Hiranyagarbha, the world soul) .57 

I mportant personal Gods before Brahma 

We have already seen that Brahma as the God of creation 
had no place in the early vedic texts. Instead, the god of 
creation was Prajapati, who represented the Supreme Brahman 

tion and recreation. When at the end of a cy'cle Brahma dies, 
the universe dies with him. Brahma goes to the most exalted realm, 

- known as·· Brahmaloka, where the souls live· absorbed in· this per
sonal God. This stage ·is also called the night of Brahm§., which 
·also lasts as· long as the day, at the. end of which he mallifests 
himself again- i.e., his day begins (Cf. also, S. Tapasyananda, The 
Doctrine .. of . manifestation according to Gita, in the Cultural 
Heritage of India, vol. ii., opus cit., p. 167; Sir Ramakrishria Gopal 
Bharidarkar, Vaisnavism, Saivism and Minor Religious Systems, 
Poona,:: 1928, p,. 25. 

56> Cf.S. Nikhilananda, The Upanishads, vol. i, p~ 72. 
57. Mund.Up. i:1. 1; pri. Up. p.671, 
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in the personified form~ We will see that many of thecharacte
ristics and functions proper to the creator God Brahma have 
already been found in Prajapati, who became the most importanf 
deity towards the end of the Rig Veda and later in Brahmanas. 

PRAJAPATI58 

The name Prajapati occurs chiefly in four hymns of the Rig 
veda. He is the bestower of progeny or offspring (RV. x. 85. 
43), twice a bestower of cattle (x. 169. 4; 184. 1) an epithet 
ofSavitr.59 In x. 121. 10 of Rig veda, Prajapati appears as an 
accumulation of many derivative elements. He could be Surya, 
Indra, Agni, Savitr etc. The hymn so reads: "Prajapati! None 
other than thou hath comprehended . 

. All these (creatures-) brought to birth. 
Whatever desires be ours in offering up 
The oblation to thee, may that be ours.! 
May we be lords of riches". 

Here we see that towards the end of the Rig vedic period, 
the old gods lose their functional importance. Among the new 
arrivals Prajapati becomes the creator God par excellence. 
Prajapati is hailed as the supreme God, creator or better gene
rator of heaven and earth, of waters and of all that are living, 
and as the king of all that breathes and moves about, god above 
gods. 

The Ka God 

The vedic poet has deliberately willed to demonstrate the 
superiority of Prajapati by means of the special way of present
ing him, i.e. in answer to a series of questions. The whole' hymn 
(RV. x. 121) is put in the interrogative form and the answer 
is given in the last verse. The interrogative pronoun isKa which 

58.. Prajapati is formed by the combination of two words praja and 
patio Praja means offspring, children, progeny, procreation and pati 
signifies owner, master, husband, lord, king. He is the Lord of 
creatures; genius presiding over procreation, protector of life, crea
tor. Prajapati is the supreme Being above vedic gods. This 
epithet is in the post vedic period applied to various holy men 
regarded as demiurgic beings (Cf. A. A. Macdonell, A practical 
Sanskrit Dictionary opus cit., p. 172; See also Atharva veda, x. 7). 

59. RV. iv. 53. 2. Here as Supporter of Sky and Lord of· Creatures. 
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means 'who'? orwhat.60 This interrogation caused him even 
to be called as the Ka God and in the Brahmana literature (Taitt. 
Samhita, i. 7. 6. 6), prajapati and Ka God are expressly identified, 
though in the ritual and in the mantras both are considered 
differently.61 

Prajapati is the Supreme God of the Brahmanas 

In the Brahmanas Prajapati is extolled to the pOSitiOn of 
th~ supreme Brahman, though he appears as its personification.62 
It is chiefly because Prajapati was the only existing being in the 
beginning. This always refers· to his main function as the creator. 
The statement 'Verily, in the beginning Prajapati alone was here. 
He desired, "may I exist, may I be generated" ,63 sounds very 
similar to the upanishadic passage of creation, 'In the beginning 
this (world) was only self, in the shape of a person. Looking 
around he saw nothing else than the self'.64 Here Prajapati is 
thought of as Saguna Brahman. Prajapati is regarded as the chief 
of gods and in a special way the father God who produces every
thing. He, the highest Lord,65 is the creator of the other gods 
too. Here we see the important gods of the early vedic period 
seeking in the person of Prajapati their father. The Fire on the 
earth is God Agni in person,and is not a divine or mystic type, 

60. In the beginning the Golden Embryo (stirred and) evolved 
Once born he was the one Lord of (every) being; . 
This heaven and earth did he sustain ...... 
What God shall we revere with the oblation? 
May he not harm us, father of the earth, 
Who generated heaven, for trnth is his law, 
Who gave birth to the waters,-shimmering, strong ..... . 
What God shall we revere with the oblation? (RV. x. 121. 1-10). 

61. Cf. A: B.Keith, Religion and ... opus cit., p. W7; MaxMiiller says, 
........ We find that the authors of the Hrahmanas had so com
pletely broken with the past, that forgetful of the political character 
of the ... hymns, and the yearning of the poets after the unknown 
God, they exalted the interrogative pronoun into a deity,· and ac
knowledged a God·· Ka or who". History of Sanskrit Literature, 
opus cit.,p. 433;. see also SB. L 1. 1. 13; 2. 5. 2, 13. 

62. SB. vii. 3. 1. 42. 
63. SB. xi. 5. 8. 1. 
64. Hr. Up. 1. 4. 1. 
65. 'Now these are the deities who were created out of Prajapati,>Agni, 

. Indra, Soma, and Parameshthin'. (SB. xi. L 6. 14.); 
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but is prayed to as a heavenly friend.66 But Agni and Prajapati 
are one, being son and father. Both Agni andPrajapati stand 
for all· the gods. Agni is all the deities, since it is in Agni that 
offering is made to all the deities.67 Prajapati, known as the 
father God, is identified with the creator God of later times, 
especially in relation to his function as creator. E. W. Hopkins 
States that Prajapati or Brahma (personal equivalent of supreme 
Brahman) is not only the creator of gods, men and devils, but he 
is the all. Brahma continues the work of creation eternally.68 

Prajapatiand Creation 

In order to understand the method of creation by Prajiipati 
it is necessary to have some knowledge about . his relation with 
sacrifice. In the early period of Brahmanas, the concept of sacri
fice was given so important a position in all the mythologic~l 
concepts of that time, that it was considered an end in itself. 
Even the gods have attained the godhead by means of the 
efficiency of the sacrifice.69 They have stated the importance of 
sacrifice in such· a way that it was considered to be the omnipotent 
world-principle, by which they explained their cosmogonical, 
ethical and eschatological teachings. According to them Prajapati 
himself, by means of his continuous sacrifice, created the world. 
This is a continuous process. 

In every moment the world is being created and in every 
other moment it reaches back to its origin; next moment· there 
is a beautiful world, but a moment after, it disappears.7o It is· 
the offering that brings out the new world. 'And he (Prajiipati), 
is the Ender, for it is he who, by day and night, reaches the end 
of the life of mortals, and then they die ... gods were afraid of 
this Prajapati, the year,. the Death, lest he by. day and night 
should reach the end of their life.71 Prajiipati is the creator and 

66. E. W. Hopkins, The Religions oj India, London, 1896, p. 184. 
67. AB. iii. 1. 3. 1. 
68. E. W. Hopkins, opus cit., p.208; Cf. J. Gonda, Die Religionen 

Indien, opus cit., vol. 1. p. 263; Ait. Up. iii. 3. 
69. SB. iii. 2. 2. 28. . .. 
70. Cf. Raymondo Panikar; Kult mysterium in Hinduismus und Chris

tentum, FreiburgjMiinchen, 1964, p. 91. 
71. SB. x. 4. 3. 2-3. The Year, Death, Ender, etc., are other names 

of Parajapati. 
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at the same time the offering priest and the offered victim, and 
also himself the sacrifice itself. 72 

. The teaching throughout the vedas is to treat creation, not 
as something which is developed by the mere will of the 
creator, but as something lying in his very nature ab initio. 
Creation is rather a development than the bringing into being 
of something hitherto not existing in any way. Hence the way 
is paved for the doctrine of identity in the atman: the principle 
is manifested in the whole world. 'Indeed the whole world 
arises out of Spirit (Atman),.73 

Then a further step is made to identify the spiritual principle 
in each man (atman) with the spiritual absolute principle 
(Brahman) . Still, the Supreme, for his own diversion (lila) 
ignores himself and submits himself to the influence of an illusory 
creative force. Under that iillluence he permits the unity of his 
nature to be partitioned into an infinite number of individual 
personal souls. In this process, the universe also is a fraction 
of the supreme. Bo creation never means production of some
thing ex nihilo; instead, it means the ordering of an already exisf· 
ing matter into intelligible form.74 

An Answer to the Why of Creation 

The mystery of creation can be approached from different 
points of view, the main ones being the theological, the empirical 
and the cosmological. Thus we read in the Upanishads: "Verily, 
in the beginning, Prajapati alone existed here (or prajapati alone 
was this universe). (Cf. Muir, original Sanskrit Texts, p. 70). 

72. Once upon a time the gods and the Asuras, both of them sprung 
from Prajapati, strove together ... They went on making, offerings 
unto one another. Prajapati gave himself up to them. Thus the 
sacrifice (for Prajapati is the sacrifice), became theirs; and indeed 
the sacrifice is the food of the gods'. SB. 1. L 1-2; It was Prajapati 
himself who first benefitted out of his sacrifice by eating the food, 
SB. ii. 4. 4. 1. 

73. ·R. E. Hume, opus cit., p. 16; This idea has J:)een further developed 
by the Advaita school. 

74. Cf. Monier Williams, Brahmanism and . ..... p. 48; R. C. Zaehner, 
Hinduism, p. 28. 'Hinduism does not accept the theory of creation 
out of nothing at a particular point of time', S. Nikhilananda, 
Hinduism, p. 38. 
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He thought within himself, how can I bepropagated?".7S This 
. was the starting point of creation. . 

Why should this first impulse to create ever appear at all 
in the cosmic Being? According to . the philosophical system of 
Samkhya, the creation is effected as a result of the breaking up 
.of the equilibrium in the three gunas or qualities (Sattva, Rajas, 
and Tamas, representing goodness, activity and darkness respec~ 
tively) inprakriti, one of the two fundamental principles to which 
Samkhya, reduces all things.76 . Here it could be·· imagined that 
the fruits of actions which remained unrewarded in earlier crea
tions and have been in· their unperfected maturity (aparipakva) 
are the cause of a new creation. This imprint of action is called 
bijasakti, the seed power. In the preliminary stageofanycrea
tion, the seed energy begins to grow into· a .desire to create, this 
desire, which is the first conscious impulse, directs the. uncon
scious will toward action.77 

'The First Three Creations 

The poet says; "Three generations have passed beyond"}8 
What does this signify? From the time since prajapati began his 
creative activity, the present one belongs to the fourth generation; 
for the first three have already passed away. His :first creatures 
were birds, then. small crawling reptiles (other than· snakes) and 
thirdly snakes. But none of the~e could survive as there was no 

75. SB. ii. 5. 1. 1. 
76. For details see chap. V, p. 101-102. 
77. The samkhyan explanation .of creation cannot be accepted as such 

to interpret the creation effected by the cosmic Being, Pnl.japati; 
for the philosophical interpretation does not agree. in principle with 
the mythological source. But as regards ·the Samkhyim view, it 
would be interesting to see, how this activity is explained. When 
all the elements and forms that bear mark on the past have ceased 
to be, how their actions could be kept alive. The answer; Just as 
by the strength of a resolve to wake at a certain· time, taken be
fore going to sleep, we can wake. up at that exact time, the decision 
to wake up having remained outside the realm of sleep, so, by 
the st~ength of the divine resolve taken when the universe is dis
solved, the state of equilibrium comes to an end at a given mo
ment, the previous actions bear fruit. This is how new creation 
comes. to light. Cf. Alain Danielou, Hindu polytheism, Londen, 
1964, p. 240. 

78. SB. ii. 5. 1. 4. 

4 
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food. So God created lastly the' breast-feeding beings, which 
survived, since they found milk as their food in themselves. "And 
in like manner as Prajapati created these living' beings, so they 
are propagated: for whenever the breasts of woman and the udder 
of cattle swell, then whatever is born is born, and resorting to 
the breasts these beings continue to exist",79 

The Search for ,the' unknown God and Creation by Tapas 

Looking for the way how Prajapati effected his creation, we 
find that he toiled and performed acts, of penance.80 Three 
hymns of the Rig Veda are to be noted here in a special way: 
RV.x. 90, x. 121, and x. 129. The poet, feeling that the mytho
logical gods are inadequate to explain the nature, searches after 
areal God, the genuine author of the universe to whom wor~ 
ship may be given. In the stanza I of RV. x. 121, the anonymous 
God is said to have become in the beginning a golden 'ger~ 'or 
Hiranya garbha,81 in which the answer to the question as to the 
identity of the high God is found: the unknown God is Prajapati, 
who alone encloses, and encompasses and at the same time sur
passes the whole of creation. The Lord of creatures thus 
emerged as a seed and is then identified with the All. He is, the 
universe and the life and the life-force that pervades, it, he is 
both death and immortality.82 Again it is to be noted that, this 
Prajiipati is the transcendent primeaval being who emerged by 
means of a progressive development and remains' at the same 
time as the Highest immanent being. 

The vedic Hymn (RV. x. 129) refers to the same point. 
"Then neither Being nor Not-Being existed, neither atmosphere, 
nor the firmament, nor what is above it ...... In the beginning 
was darkness swathed in darkness. All this was but manifested 
water. ,Whatever was, that One, coming into being, hidden by 
the void, was generated by the power of heat ...... ". 

Two important ideas are implied in this description of crea
tion by the One Supreme Being: Firstly, creation by heat, and 
secondly, the primacy of desire in the creative process. The word 
for heat (tapas) later come to signify austerity or ascetic practices 

79. ,SB. ii. 5. 1. 5. 
80. SB. ii. 2. 4. 1. 
81. Cf. J. Gonda, Die Religionen lndiens, vol. i. p. I80f. 
82 Cf. R. C. Zaehner, Hinduism, p. 41. 
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due to this idea; for it is deemed to generate supernatural power 
that may be put to good or evil uses. . Special emphasis is laid 
upon the creation by means of tapas.83 'The creative internal 
glow is produced and accumulated by austerities. arid asceticism. 
The tapas following the vision of an idea was assumed to bring 
about the realisation of thatidea. We read: Verily, in the begin
ning, Prajapati alone was here. He desired, 'May I be generated'. 
He wearied himself and performed fervid devotions, from him 
thus wearied and heated, the three worlds were created: the 
earth, the air, and the sky.84 

Sacrifice of the Primal Man-Purusa. 

The hymnRV. x. 90 - also called 'Purusa. Slikta' is of 
great importance. We have already seen that in the Brahmanas, 
creation is depicted as asacrmcial act. The primal Being. 'is 
simply' 'Purusa' or 'man' and in the later literature it would be 
used both in the sense of the Supreme Being seen as a 'person' 
and as the immortal substratum of the human soul. In' this 
hymn no creator God is found to fashion an already existing 
matter. 'God' and 'matter' are -In this case one, and the. One is 
a primordial giant Man-the victim and prototype of all sacrifice.85 
That man is this whole universe, what was and what is yet to 
be, the Lord of immortality, which he outgrows (by eating 
food)'.86 It is from this Man as a victim in the sacrmce, there 
came out all the vedas, the' castes and all living beings. 'the 
primeval person differentiates himself into 'name and form', i.e., 
individuality. This doctrine culminates in the conviction. that 

83. J. Gonda, Die Religionen ......... p. 186. . 
84. The term tapas (literally heat, ardor etc.) is used to, designate ascetic 

effort in general. Tapas is dearly documented in the Rig Veda and 
its powers are creative on: both, the cosmic and spiritual planes. 
Prajapati creates the world by 'heating himself to 'an extreme 
degree .by asceticism (Ait. Br. v. 32. 1), i.e. he creates it by a sort 
of magical sweating. For brahmanic . speculation, Prajapati was 
himself the product of tapas; in the beginning non being (asat) 
became mind (manas) and heated itself, giving to smoke, light, fire 
and finally Prajapati rCf. Mircea Eliade, Yoga, Immortality and 
Freedom, New York, 1958, p. 106 . 

85. Cf. R.C.· Zaehner, HInduism, p. 43. 
86. RV. x. 90. 2. 
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this process is continued and is eternal: all that exists is from 
the One who is the All.87 

Creation by Word 

Among the various ways how Prajiipati. created the universe, 
this is of particular importance. We saw the formation of the 
golden egg. The egg produced over the water (for in the begin
ning this universe was nothing but a sea of water) (Cf. SB. xi. 
1. 6. 1) floated about. At the end of a year he tried to speak. He 
said 'bhuh' (this word became this earth); 'bhuva.h' (this be
came this air); 'svah' (this became yonder sky) .ITherefore a 
child tries to speak at the end of a year, for atthe endofa year 
Prajiipati tried to speak. On account of the creation by 'word', 
the Lord of creatures came to be considered as transcendent (un
limlted, undefined) as· well a~ revealed (limited, defined) reality, 
who reveals himself by means of 'Word' (SB. xi. 1. 6.3. ff).' 

Creation by Incest 

Of the creation myths in which Prajapati figures, the most 
interesting by far is that of his incest with his daughter Usas.88 

First there was the Self alone, in the likeness of a man (Purusa). 
Looking around, he saw nothing. Then he said 'I am', hence his 
name is'!'. So even to day, when a man is addressed, he. says 
first, 'lam'. He did not find any pleasure 'as he was alone'. He 
wanted a second, he wanted to procreate. He became as large 
as a man and a woman in close embrace. He split (pati), this 
self into two: and from this arose husband (pati) and wife 
(Patni) . Hence it is that every one is but half a being. From 
their copulation human beings were born. Now she thought it 
tobf! unjust to unite with him, as he is her generator. So she 
disappeared as a cow. But becoming a bull he copulated with 
her. In the same way he united with her as a stallion, he-goat, 
etc, producing all the creatures even to the ants.89 . 

87. Cf. J. Gonda, The Supreme Reality ..... . p. 117. 
88. Commenting on RV. 1.·71. 5, R Oldenberg states that it deals with 

the incest which the father God Dyaus has committed with 
his daughter. Cf. H. Oldenberg, SBE. vol. xlxi. p. 78. 

89. Cf. Br. Up. 1. 4. 1-5. 

www.malankaralibrary.com



53 

Prajapati in Decline 

As the other early vedic gods, Prajapati also had· to . give 
way to' the later developed sectarian. gods. . In' the Chand. Up. 
we meet him as a simple teacher who' instructs Indra the· true 
knowledge of the supreme Brahman.90 Creation, which is his 
main duty came to be attributed to Brahma. 

BRAHMA 

. Brahma, the first person of the Trimurti, became. prominent 
chiefly on account of the efforts of the orthodox Brahmins. This 
God of creation had his origin and basis in speculation rather 
than in popular cult, and therefore he did not appeal,inspite of 
his sublime character, to the religious feelings of the masses .. 

Origin of Brahma 

There . are numerolis myths dealing. with the birth of 
Brahma. According to the theory of Vyuhas, Anirudha, a mani
festation' 6f theSupre;me Lord Vishnu produced Brahma.91 

'The epic Mahabharata represents Brahma as springing from 
the navel of Vishnu, or from a lotus which grew there out; hence 
he is called Nabhija, 'Navel-born'.92 

The Saivaite Skanda Purana claims that Siva had a share in 
Brahma's birth. Siva, addressing Vishnu said, 'When the first 
Brahm.a died,93 I came and had blissful commerce with you. Did 
you not. then becoming a mother give birth through your navel 
to this (preseq.t) Brahma.94 

• The parenthood of Vishnu' and Siva over Brahma, is indicae 
tive of their close relation with each other. 

Brahma is sometimes known as, 'the immense being'. It . is 

90. Ch. Up. viii. 7. L 
91. A.B. Keith, The .. Samlvhya System, (2nd ed.), London, 1924, p. 4Q. 
92. Cf. Histor.y of Hindu Triad, opus cit., p. 19; After the. univer~a1 

destruction Vishnu falls asleep, floating on the causal waters.' When 
creation again arises Brahma appears on a lotus having the form 
of a warth, which springs from the navel of Vishnu (Matsya pura. 
169. 2). . 

93. Cf. note. no. 55. 
94. History of Hindu Triad, .p. 19. 
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a cosmological notion characteristic of his function as the creator. 
The possibility of a form or of a perceptible reality depends on 
the existence of a place where it can appear and expand, !The 
existence of such a place)s due to the equilibrium between two 
opposites. The opposing principles may be those of dispersion 
and annihilation, light and darkness, the former being represent~ 
ed by Vishnu and the . latter by Siva. 

The source of the manifest world is therefore neither 
Vishnu nor Siva but the result of their opposing qualities, 
their equilibrium. This tendency is explained through 
activity, "passion" (Rajas). Brahma (the immence Being) mas
culine or the personified form of the immensity (Brahman), 
represents the possibility of existence resulting from the union 
of opposites. Hence Brahma is the source, the seed of all that 
is.95 -

Manu, who was born of Brahma by his incest with his 
daughter. Vac (speech) (here recall the incest of Prajapati with 
his daughter Us as ), gives the following account. This 
universe was enveloped in· darkness, unperceived, undistinguishable 
undiscoverable as it were entirely sunk in sleep. Then the 
irresistible self-existent Lord, undiscerned, causing. this universe 
with the five elements and all other things to become discernible 
was manifested, dispelling the gloom.: .... He, desiring to produce 
various creatures from his own body, first created the waters, 
and deposited in them a seed. . 'This seed became a golden egg, 
resplendent as the Sun, in which he himself was born as Brahma, 
the progenitor of the world. T.he waters are called 'Narah', 
because they are the offspring of Naraj and. since they were for
merly the place of his movement (ayana), he is therefore called 
Narayana. Being formed by that first cause, undiscernible, 
eternal, which is both existent and non-existent, that male 
(purusha) . is known in the world as Brahma. That 'Lord· having 
continued a year in the egg, divided into two parts by his mere 
thought.· With these two shells, he formed the heavens and earth 
and in the middle he placed the sky, the eight· regions and the 
eternal abode of waters:96 

95. A. Daielou, opus cit., p. 232. 
96. Cf. Muir, Sanskrit Texts, vol. iv, opus cit., p. 3; Laws of ManiI~ 

i. 5-13 (SEE, vol. xxv.); RamktishnaGopal, opus Cit., p . .43. 
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Chand. Up. proposes another theory of the cosmic egg;97 
we find a similar account in the Subala Up. too.98 There we 
find that in the beginning there was a formless state which can
not be described either as) existent or as non-existent. First 
darkness came out, followed by ether, fire, air and water. Agolden 
egg was formed which split into two, the upper one. being the 
sky and the lower one the earth. From the middle part a person 
of fantastic stature arose. Brahma became afraid of the. death 
created by this person. 

Brahma then created seven sons out ·0£ his . mind. These, in 
their turn, created seven sons filled with truth. These are, verily 
the prajapatis .. The supreme Prajapati of the early times, is here 
described in plural, their creator being the God Brahma. Thus 
Brahma is here seen gaining momentum'. 

Brahma in Mahabharata.99 

It is true that Brahma does not occupy a supreme position 
in the epic pantheon. Still he is depicted as the supreme creator, 

97.· Ch. Up. iii. 19. 1-2. 
98. Sub. Up. 1. 1. According to this Upanishad (ii. 1), Rudra, the em

bodiment of anger sprang from the primeval person's· forehead, 
. while Vishnu, the Lord of the world is one of His creatures. 

99. Next to· Rig Veda Sarnhita,Mahabharata is perhaps the most re
markable work in sanskrit literature. It is the biggest of the. world's 
epics, containing hundred thousand verses. It represents the. literary 
activity of the Indian mind, covering a vast period. of about· eight 
centuries beginning from 5th cent. B.C. Being encyclopaedic in 
nature it contains whole chapters on religion, mysticism and philo
sophy. It constitutes a veritable. treasure house of Indian lore, 
both secular and religious and no other single work gives an insight 
into the innermost depths of the soul of the people as it does. A 
famous line of the epic says, that everything in the world is con
tained in thi§ work, and what is not found here will nbtbe found 
anywhere else (Mbh. J. 56. 33, quoted by H. Ray Chaudhuri Cult. 
Heri ...... opus cit., p. 71). The traditional view professes it to be 
a composition of the Holy sage Krishna Dvaipayana Vyasa, and 
is said to have been completed in· three years. It is divided into 
eighteen parts called parvams. A supplement named Harivamsa 
also is added to it. 

The. main story of Mahabharata relates to the struggle between 
the two branches of Bharata's race, the Kauravas and the Pandavas . 

.. The Pandavas; numbering only . five, could defeat their enemies 
consisting of hundred brothers with. their allies in the battle fought 
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eternal and wise. His paradise is located above that of Indra. 
In the Aswamedha parva, Brahma is described as knowledge. It 
so proceeds: Brahma is very far off, and his attainment depends 
upon the knowledge of the vedas, It is free from all pairs of 
opposites, it is divested of all qualities,: it is eternaL ....... He 
who never desires for anything, who despises nothing, becomes 
eligible even dwelling j..n this world," for assimilation with 
Brahma.100 

Brahma . in Ramayana.101 

Iri the epic RatnayanaBrahma appears on. various occasions. 
Generally he is seen in the company of other gods as their 
leader.102 Brma always keeps his position . as the .. God of 

in Kurukshetra. Krishna, an incarnation of Vishnu, sided with the 
Pandavas in this battle. " .. , 

The war in Kurukshetra has got signification also in the trans
cendental plane. That war can be transferred into' the arena of 
our minds. The perpetual battle between the higher self and the 
lower self of man for establishing mastery over the body is sym
bolised by the fight between the cousins for sovereignity. Here we 
are face to face with the deep mysteries of life. The superman 
(Arjuna) under the guidance of the superse1f (Krishna), emerges 
successful in this conflict,after he has destroyed with the sword 
of· . knowledge ignorance embodied in his illegitimate desires' and 
passions symbolised by his relatives, teachers, elders and friends 
ranged on the other side. In this' interpretation,' Sri Krishna is the 
Paramatman (Supreme Self),· Arjuna, the Jivatman (individual Self) 
and, Dhritarastra . (father of the Kauravas), a symbol of the vascil
latingegocentric' desires and passions (Cf. P.L. Vaidya, Cult. 
Heritage ..... .. opus cit., vol. ii, p. 69). 

100. P.C. Ray; . MM. As. Parva, section xlvii; opus cit., p. 119. This 
passage seems to present Brahma, making use' of terms proper to 
Absolute Brahman of the Vedanticsystem. 

101. RaIIlayana is the second great epic of the sanskrit literature. The 
. 'pookcomprismg approximp.telyl 24000 verses, arranged in seven 

.. books is ascribed to the 'poet Valmiki who is said to have lived in 
,the. second .. century B.C.; but the first and last, books seem to be 
of '-a "later date; , Since. the .. work. asa whole 'was transmitted orally 

,from generation' to generation, . there:.' are' several.- ,'versions' of the 
: Ramayana;' Books' [and VII tell of the·early and' last years of 
one Ramachandra, or Rama, and treat him as· the' :seventh incar
nation MVishnu: . In books'rr-Yl Rama is a more .human, national 
hero. 

102 .. Refer. the Ramayana "Of Valmiki" trans .. ' by " Hari Prasad Shastri, 
, London' voL iii., 'pp~' 33~,' 618,' '635 etc. ,. 
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creation, but is never superior to Vishnu. Of course He rerilinds 
Rama of his Divine origin as· the incarnation of the Lord 
Vishnu,103 and invites him to return from the world when his 
mission on earth is over.104But at the same time Brahma is 

. always aware of his origip from Vishnu. He reminds Rama: 
'Having formerly. destroyed all beings by the aid of Maya, lying 
amidst the waters of the ocean, thoudidstgive me birth ..... . 
From a celestial lotus, bright as the Sun, that issued. from thy 
navel, thou didst produce me and give me the task of creating the 
world. Since thou hast charged me with this burden, I lean on 
thee for support, 0 Lord of the earth,l05 Here. we s.ee that 
Brahma is subordinate to Vishnu and his creative activity . is 
according to the order of the latter. . 

Brahma in Puranas 

In the abundant literature of the puranas Brahma has. a very 
. secure place. Of the eighteen major puranic works, which va.ry 
in their length and content, six are devoted to the praise and 
glorification of Brahma. In these texts Brahma is shown with 
his predominant quality (guna)of rajas (passion). The main 
teilching of these works regarding the origin of Brahma and the 
creation of the world can be summarized thus: The primordial 
essence is Prahiti and the active spirit is Putusa. ·'The Lord 
Brahma is sometimes identified with both these first principles. 
In the beginning prakriti contained the three qualities, goodness 
(Sattva) ,passion(rajas), and darkness (tamas) in perfect equi
librium. At the first stage of the evolution of prakriti, the great 
intellectual principle (mahat) was formed. From this was form
edthe principle of individuality ( ahamkara). . The five subtle 
elements (tanmantra), sound, touch, form, taste and smell, which 
became manifested respectively as the five elements (bhuta), 
ether, air, light, water and solid matter evolved from the previous 
ones.. This was the second stage, the elemental creation 
(bhuiasarga). .. In the third. stage, the tenorgaris·. of sense and 
action and· the mind proceeded from· the int<;!llectqalpiinciple; 
These three stages were· the treatic)U fromprak:ritj. (prakrta-sarga) . 
All these principles and elements, through the influence of spIrits, 

103. Ibid. P. 339. 
104. Ibid.p.625. 
105. Ibid. p. 626. 
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combined and formed an egg, the egg of Brahma (Brahmanda). 
In it Brahma assuming the quality· of passion, became active. 
Brahma brought the world into existence as the fourth stage. It 
if: through his meditation that the animal kingdom was formed 
in the fifth place. Then followed the gods, mankind, intellectual . 
notions called anugrah, and finally many semi divine mind born 
sons. . In all these evolutions the three qualities existed in differ
ent states-grades-of predominance. 

Brahma-a popular God? 

We have seen that Brahma was not in any way a creator 
God in the vedic times, as Prajapati. It .could be said that 
Brahma flourished as the supreme God only for a period, that is 
mainly during the development of Buddhism. For.in the Bud
dhistic texts we find many references to Brahma as apparently a 
very great and popular God among the Brahmans. But we fud 
that He failed to gather around him as many adherents as . the 
other great gods, Vishnu and Siva. 

Why Brahma is not worshipped? 

Besides the mythological reason as narrated in the 
BrahmanandaPurana,where Brahma was cursed by Siva fora 
falsehood, we find some historical and practical reasons too,·for 
the downfall of Brahma. 

(i) the decadence of Brahma corresponds to the fall of 
the orthodox Brahmanism. During the last. four or. five centuries 
of . the millenium which ended with the Christian era, the 
orthodox vedic religion of the Brahmans had steadily lost ground, 
and the. sects worshipping Vishnu ·and Siva had correspondingly 
grown into power and finally came to be recognised as· them
selves orthodox.106 

(ii) Creation is the chief activity attributed to Brahma; 
Once· the creation was over, Brahma has nothing to do. Thus 
He lost contact with the faithful, looking for the gods of pre-
serVation and destruction. . 

'The old God, though he lost much of his past glory, was 

106. A temple at Pushkara is the only one known, where Brahina is 
worshipped. 
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by no means driven out. The new churches looked with rever
ence upon his vedas,· and often claimed them as endowed with 
divine authority for their doctrines. Eventhough each sect as
serted that its own particular God, Siva or Vishnu as the case 
might be, was the supreme Being and ultimately the only Being, 
both the groups allowed Brahma to retain his old office of· crea
tion, since he held it as one subordinate to the supreme, Siva or 
Vishnu. 

In this chapter we have described the notion of the Supreme 
Brahman-abstract and absolute-and his personal manifesta
tions. Brahma, the first· member of the Divine Triad is only one 
among the different modes or forms of the Supreme. This will 
be clear in the coming chapters. 
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CHAPTER III -

Vishnu 

In the first chapter, we have explained the pOsItl0n of 
Vishnu in the early vedic period. Even though only very few 
hymns are, found, in the rig-veda to his. praise, he was by no 
means an insignificant, deity. He was even considered to he the 
Supreme God" which position he acquired by the three great 
'strides', by which he covered the earth, heaven and still beyond. 
Vishnu is invoked even in the Upanishads as the God of 'Wide 
strides' .1 In the early vedic period it was Indra who was cone 
sidered to be the greatest of Gods. This was mainly due to the 
temporal and economic character which the authors of the sacred 
books saw in him. Butlater, we-see Vishnu worthy to be raised 
to the supreme grade. '. The reason was quite simple. In the 
constant flux of things and succession of forms, any power that 
is capable of preserving the world from ruin and will thereby 
enable men to enjoy long' periods of -happiness will become the 
centre of attraction and interest. Vishnu in his position as the 
maintainer of the world thus gained momentum. 

Vishnu and Manifestations 

In the chapter on Brahmawe have seen how theStipreme 
Brahman manifested Himsel£in a personal form, as Brahmii, that 
He mightbeccime accessible' to the human beings. We shall' see 
the theory of manifestations still further developed in the chapter 
on Trimfuti (V chapter). ". When we discUss' the God Vishnu, we 
find the God still nearer to the humanity. At times Vishnu 
appears as the Supreme Being Himself who is engaged in 'the 
triple task, of creation, preservation and destruction.2 Vishnu is 
usually depiCted 'as a man sleeping on the serpent Sesha, that 
moves about in' the cosmic ocean.3 This appears 'at the end 6f it 

1 . Taitt. Up. 1. 1. 1. 
2. Cf. Swamy Ramakrishnananda, God and Divine Incarnations, 

Mylapore, Madras, 1967, p. 133. 
3. Cf. Solange Lemaitre, Hinduism, London, 1959, p. 62. 
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Kalpa when Vishnu, the Supreme One, absorbs into Himself 
everything that he had once cteatect It is the time of his non
manifestation, while creation means manifestation. 

Vishnu in the Brahmanas 

In the Brahmanas we read the story of a great sacrifice per
formed by the Gods~ In connection with this sacrifice Vishnu 
attains pre-eminence among all the other gods.4 Again, Vishnu 
is called sacrihce.5 When any error is committed' in the sacri
ficial ritual, it is Vishnu who is invoked, as though he was 
recognised in his aspect of grace as a Saviour. 

Vishnu in the Rituals 

Vishnu is seen holding an important place· in the Samskaras 
or the sacraments of the Hindus. The position of this God in 
the domestic ritual might be ofa very ancient origin. He is 
especially predominant in the marriage ceremony . The three 
steps which the bride takes ceremoniously is reminiscent· of the 
three strides of Vishnu with which He traversed the three regions. 

Creation out of Love 

Vishnu is creator too. He effects this creation not out of 
any necessity on his own part but for his love of the world. 
In· the 'Institutes of Vishnu' we read, "The Night of Brahma 
being over and the God sprung from the lotus (Brahman), having 
woke from the slumber, Vishnu proposing to create living beings 
and perceiving the earth covered with water,assunied the shape 
of a boar, delighting to sport in water, as at the beginning of 
each former Kalpa and raised up the earth (from the water) .... :. 
The Lord, the Creator, the great Yogin plunging into the One 
Ocean from. the love of the world, raised up, with the edge of 
his. tusks the earth bounded by the sea· together with its moun
tains;' forests, and groves, which was immersed in the water of 
(the seven oceans now become) one ocean, and created the uni-

4. "People say, 'Vishnu is the most excellent of the gods",' SB. xiv. 
1. 1. 5. . . ' '. 

5. 'Now he who is this Vishnu is the sacrifice and he who is 
this sacrifice is yonder Aditya (Sun); SB. xiv. 1. 1. 6; 1. 1. 15. 
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verse anew. Thus the whole earth, after having sunk into (the 
lower regi()n called) Rasatala, was in the :first place raised in the 
boar incarnation by Vishnu, who took compassion upon the living 
beings.6 

Other Gods Seek the Help of Vishnu. 

Vishnu is acknowledged as the Supreme God by the other 
deities. Once there occurred a battle between the gods and the 
demons in which the latter succeeded. Humiliated by this failure, 
the gods decided to seek the help of Vishnu. They addressed the 
mighty God, 

"Conquered in battle by the evil demons, 
We fly to thee for succour, soul of all: 
Pity and by thy might deliver us, 
HarP the Lord, Creator of the world. 
Thus by the gods implored,· all graciously 
replied-Your strength shall be·· restored, ye Gods 

Only accomplish what I now command"; Here Vishnu advises 
the gods, how the milky Ocean might be churned, from which 
Ambrosia, the source of all strength and immortality will be 
obtained. 

'I'he Supreme Being declared: 
"Unite yourselves in peaceful combination 
With these your foes; Collect all plants and herbs 
Of diverse kinds from every quarter; cast them 
Into the sea of milk; take Mandara, 
The mountain, for a churning-stick, and Vasuki, 
The serpent, for a rope; together churn 
The Ocean to produce the beverage-
Source of all strength and immortality; . 
Then reckon on my aid. I will take care 
Your foes shall share your toil, but not partake 
In its reward or drink the immortal draught; 
Thus by the God of Gods advised, the host 

6. Julius Jolly, The Institutes of Vishnu, SBE. vol. vii, 1. 1-12; 'All 
beings, 0 Son of Kunti(Arjuna), pass into nature which is My 
own at the end of the cycle; and at the beginning· of the (next) 
cycle, I send them forth' (BG ix.7). 

7. Hari is another name of Vishnu. 
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United in alliance with the demons. 
Straight away they gathered various herbs and cast them 
Into the waters, then they took the mountain 
To serve as churning staff, and in the ocean's midst 
Had Himself present in tortoise form, 
became a pivot for the churning staff.S 

Vishnu has been acting here as the saviour of the gods. But 
he joins with them, in a peculiar form adopted by him Le., as a 
Tortoise. We have already seen that in order to re-create the 
world out of compassion, Vishnu became a Boar. Really it is 
through these different manifestations, which is called avatara, 
that Vishnu becomes the helper of the humanity. Tnis God is 
always known through anyone 'of his avataras. 

Why Avatara? 

God is infinitely loving .. He has intense yearning to com
municate Himself. with the mankind. The creatures by their own 
efforts are incapable of approaching the Divine Majesty. So 
the benign God condescends Himself to aid the mankind. God 
incarnates Himself on various occasions. All the. avataras of 
Vishnu are not known. They are innumerable. Krishna declares 
that the avataras are so numerous that they can be compared to 
the waves of the ocean.9 Among these so . called innumerable 
avataras, only ten are considered to be of singular importance. 
But before going into the details, let us discuss, first of all, what 
an avatara is, whether they are just the same as the concept of 
incarnation? 

Avatara-A Product of Rationalization? 

The idea of avatara has also undergone a process of rationa
lization. It is true that Vishnu appeared in different forms in 
the early Vedas and Brahmanas for the purpose of creati~n and 
maintenance. In some of the Rig-Vedic hymns we find the gods 
as guests of men (X. 21. 1; I. 30. 11) sharing in their solemni:' 
ties and feasts as well as walking and moving with them 

8. M. Williams, Indian Wisdom. op. cit., p.' 498, quoted from Vishnu 
purana, J -9. 

9. Ramakrishna said, "Avatars are to Brahman as waves are to the 
ocea,n", Cf. Solange Lemaitre, opus cit., p. 63. 
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(1.139. 10). But it may be said that suchRig-Vedicpas~lIges 
do not express any idea of descent or incarnation, but are 111ere 
records of ancient theophanic beliefs entertained by the primitive 
people. And further it could be noted that Vishnu Himself did 
not in any way enjoy any singular importan~e in comparison with 
the other early vedic gods as Varuna and Indra. It was qUite 
possible for him also to disappear in the course of time as it 
happened with the other gods. 

In the beginning we saw gods emerging as simple personificac 

tions of the elements' of nature. As. the conquering Aryans got 
acquainted with the climatic changes . of the country, and as their 
philosophical and cultural thinking developed, their old vision 
of gods also had to undergo changes. They found that personal 
relationship with God cannot be long excluded even in the most 
refined philosophical approach to religion, and this threw light 
into the discussions ona personal God, When the many gdds 
had merged into one neuter Brahman, the upanishads gradually 
had to give place to more personal terms, in which thought grace 
and faith could flourish, which was' not possible in the purely 
impersonal and abstract conceptions of deity,lOFor these thInkers 
so strongly stressed God's aloofness and iffipersonality that their 
supreme Being Brahman was made a monistic Absolute Being 
with no personal feeling and sympathy for the needy humanity . 
Such a conception of God was not in agreement with the natural 
instincts of man. Consequently there arose another group, who 
took interest in the problems of life; and of the way of escape 
from its shadows to that which is alone true and alone abiding. 
For this latter group the central question was how a man can 
attain to that condition which is beyond the reach of change
which is bliss in that abode where' there 'is 'no' sorrow and no 
snow' (Br. Up. 10. 1). For the former the· problem is m()re 
impersonal and less related to human fears and human fate,l1 

Avatars as such do not appear in the Upanishads. They 
are found mainlyin the epics and purana tales. The Avatara of 
Vishnu is most popularly known in the appearence 6£ Krishna, 
whom we meet in the Bhagavad Gita. 

10. Cf. Greoffrey Parrinder, The Christian 'Debate" Light From the 
East, London, 1964, p. 57. 

II. Cf.Nicol Manicol, Indian Wisdom,p. 47. 

5 
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Signification of the Word and the Different Occasions on which 
Avatatas Happen: 

Avatara is composed of two Sanskrit Words-ava = down 
and tr = to pass. It is therefore descent or coming down, 
partly in· the spacial sense of the deity descending from heaven. 
It is the manifestation of the power of the Deity. Portions of 
His divine nature have descended into earth, assuming different 
forms, both human and animal, to· deliver the earth in times of 
danger and emergency .. They are still continually descending in 
good men, and living teachers.12 At all crucial moments of the 
world's history the pervader appears as a particular individuality 
-who guides the evolution and destiny of the different orders of 
creation, of species and forms of life. Hence the story of his 
'descents', of his 'incarnations', of his 'manifestations' is endless. 
It would ever be impossible to give a full account of the desc~nts 
of the . limitless pervader into the world form. "Whenever there 
is a decline of righteousness and rise of unrighteousness, 0 
Bharata (Arjuna), then I send forth (create, incarnate) Myself. 
For the protection of the good, for the destruction of the wicked 
and for the establishment of righteousness, I come into being 
from age to age" (BG. iv. 7-8). "Whenever righteousness wanes, 
and unrighteousness increases; the Almighty Lord Bari, creates 
himself".13 Whenever there is a serious tension of life, when a 
sort of all-pervasive materialism invades . the hearts of human 
souls, to preserve the equilibrium, an answering manifestation of 
wisdom and righteousness is essential. The supreme though un
borri(BG. x. 12), and undying (eternal) (x. 12), becomes mani
fest in human embodiments to overthrow· the forces of ignorance 
and selfishness. And 'there is no end to My divine manifestations, 
o i conqueror of the foe (Arjuna). What has been declared . by 
me is only illustrative of My glory' (BG. x. 40).14 

12 .. In the conception of Vishnu as the divine pervader, he is even 
connected with inanimate beings such as light, heat, air, water etc. 
It.is believed that his essence is infused into all these for special 
purposes; for example, into stones stich as the salagrama, into rivers 
such as the Ganges, into trees and plants as the Tulasi, into beings 
as fish, tortoise, boar and lastly man (Cf, Monier Williams, 
Brahmanism and Hinduism, p. 46). 

13. Bhagavata, ix. 24. 56., quoted in Bhagavad Gila, by Radhakrishnan, 
opus cit., p. 154. 

14. In the preceding speech Krishna .identifies himself with many living 
beings, thus revealing his different forms (Cf. BG. x. 19-39). 
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Love and Mercy of God. 

In the avatiira the divine comes down to raise the earth to 
a higher status. The purpose of the avatiira is to inaugurate a 
new world. Whenever for a group of men or even for a single 
individual, those forms of knowledge that are essential for man's 
fu1fi1m.ent of his spiritual destiny happens to be beyond reach, 
and thus human life fails in its purpose, which is realization, 
Vishnu is bound to make this knowledge available again and thus 
a new revelation has to take place. There is, therefore,a new 
incarnation for each cycle, to adapt the revelation to the new 
conditions of the world. 

Love and mercy of God shows its power over hatred and 
. wickedness. Dharma conquers Adharma,15 truth conquers false
hood-the power behind death, disease and sin will be over
thrown by the reality which is Being, Intelligence and Bliss .. 

Is Avat'ara more an elevation of Man to God than a Descent of 
God to Man? 

The concept of avatiira points out that there is no opposition 
between the life of the spirit and the life in the world. If the 
world is imperfect and ruled by the flesh . and the devil, it is 
our duty to redeem it for the spirit. Theavatiira points out the 
way by which men can rise from. their animal to a spiritual mode 

15. Dharma literally means mode of being. It is the essential nature 
of a being that determines its mode of behaviour. So long as our 
conduct is in conformity with our essential nature, we are acting 
in the right way.· Adharma is non conformity to our nature. If 
the harmony of the world is derived from the conformity of all 
beings to their respective natures, the disharmony of the world is 
due to their non conformity. God does not stand aside when we 
abuse our freedom and cause disequilibrium.. He does not simply 
wind up the world, set it on' the right track and then· let it go along 
by itself. lIis loving hand is steering it all the time. The concep
tion of Dharma is a development of the idea of rta which con
notes cosmic as well as moral order in the Rig Veda (Cf. Chapt. 
I. p. 19). The rta which gives'logical significance and ethical ele
vation to the world is under the protection of Varuna. The God 
of the Gita is the upholder of righteousness-Sasvatadharma gopta 
(xi. 18), not a God beyond Good and evil, remote and unconcerned 
with man's struggle with unrighteousness (Cf. Radhakr. B. Gita. 
opus cit., p. 155);· for dharma, cf. also R.C Zaehner, Hinduism. p.2. 
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of existence by providing them with an example of spiritualli£e. 
The divine nature is not seen in the incarnation in its naked 
splendour but is meditated by 'iheinstrumentality of manhood. 

Speculating more and more about this, philosopher's say that 
God is never born in the ordinary sense. Dr. Radhakrishnan m. 
his introduction to the B. Gita writes. "Process of birth and 
incarnatioll~hich imply limitation do riot apply to Him (G~d), 
When the Lord is said to manifest Himself at a particular time; 
on a pa"rticular occasion it only means that it takes place with 
reference toa finite being ..... ~ When ~ny finit~ individual develops 

. spiritual qualities and shows large insight and charity, he sits in 
judgement on the world and starts a spiritual and social upheavel 
and we say that God is born for the protection of the" good, the 
destruction of the evil, and the establishment· of the kingdom of 
righteousness. As an individtial, Krishna is one of . millions of 
forms through which the universal spirit manifest's itself ....... :. 
The avatara is the demonstration of man's spiritual resources and 
latent divinity. It is not so much the contraction of Divine 
majesty into the limits of the human frame as the exaltation of 
human natUre to the level of Godhead by its union with God
head.16 But this opinion of the said philosopher is contrary to 
the general concept of Avatara. . . 

So~etimes the Gurus or. true teachers were considered to 
b¢ the manifested embodiments of God and by obeyirig and 
worshipping them, one worshipped God Himse1f,17 It is 
believed that the scriptures can be rightly explained only by these 
gurus or visible Gods. For only God can lead a man to Himself 
an!:! rio one else. 

The· Cycle of Avatara 

Avataras happen in regular cycles and at fixed .in.tetvals. 
This can be explained thus. 

When God' feels the necessity to incarnate Himself, He 
comes down. to our level to be accessible to us and henceim in
carnation is called Avatara.· As long as He stays' with us here, 
he conquers all the enemies of the .good and right-minded people 
by the . power of His irresistible' personality and infinite wisdom. 

16;. . s; Radhakrishnan, B. Giia, opus' cit., pp. 31-32. 
17. ~. Ra111akrislmananda, God and Divine:: .... opus cit., p. 18 .. 
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He establishes religion once again on the adamantine basis of 
truth. Before He leaves this earth, He imparts his illuminating 
power to. his disciples by which they become the true gurus or 
teacher~ of humanity. These; gurus teach their disciples, and 
this· follows to various generations until it becomes very much 
attenuated and is not able to cope with the rising powers of 
irreligion on all sides. Then God again incarnates to establish 
religion, and this is going on throughout eternity. 

How the Avataras are Arranged? 

We will :find that the avataras are arranged in the order of 
world's progressive creation and development. It was the 
pbranas and upapuranas that gave a rationalistic ground to the 
avataras. Ids suggested that in the beginning there were waters 
everywhere and to suit this condition of the world, the first .in, 
carnation of Vishnu was appropriately enough in the form of a 
fish (matsya). Then the· earth began gradually to shape among 
those waters. Here Vishnu appears as a Tortoise (Kurmah 
which can move with ease both in water and on land, the later 
stages of evolution, namely animal life in the forests, the life of 
wild humanity, the meagrely developed condition in hUlnan 
civilisation, the condition of warring cave,man, the development 
of family life and domestic virtues, and the growth of complex 
social and political relations-are symbolically represented-boar 
( varaha), man-lion (nara,simha), dwarf (vamana), Rama with 
'axe' (parasurama), Sri Rama (Hero of the epic Ramayana); and 
Krishna.18 Sri Buddha was not in any way considered to be an 
avatar of Vishnu, the redeemer, in the beginning. But as Bud, 
dhism rose against the orthodoxy of Hinduism, in the end 
Buddha also came into the embrace of the latter as an avatar . of 
Vishnu.· According to tradition, the Buddha avatar occurred at 
the age of strife as the embodiment of illusion (maya) and de~ 
lusion (moha) in order to mislead the men oflow birth and genii 
who had . become too proficient in sacred knowledge and thus a 
threat· to the supremacy of the Brahmins. His teaching replaced 
ritual hymoral values; in which the righteousness of· the· individual 
takes precedence.over ritual observances. This, according to the 
Hindus, led people away from the vedic rules, made them disregard 

18. R.N. Dandekar, Cultural Heritage oj I~dia, Vol. ii. opus cit., 
P. 236. 
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the hierarchy of society, and replaced intellectual and ritual values 
by a theory of morality. In this progressive conception, avatars 
in animal forms have been completely forgotten. Neither do 
they have any historical background. Only Sri Krishna and Sri 
Rama (of Ramayana) remained as gods in the popular religion. 

Avat'ara differs From Incarnation 

By incarnation we understand that God takes birth in the 
world assuming human body and soul and lives with men. But 
avatara does not singnify the same. It can be better translated 
as 'theophany' or manifestation, for in many of the so called 
avatars God is not understood to have assumed 'flesh', but only 
a certain visible form)9 We have seen that all the avatars are 
not of equal· importance. Even KrIshna who himself appears to 
be the supreme Lord is not considered to be a full avatar of 
Vishnu.20 . 

In the Vishnu Purana, the reason for Krishna's avatar is 
given: "The titans and demons got victory over the gods. The 
Goddess Earth crushed by the wickedness of the enemies, ap
proached Brahma in the company of Gods for rescue from demons. 
Then Brahma declared, "0 Ye celestials! Myself, Siva and You
all beings-are no more than a portion of Vishnu. We know that 
the m.anifestations of Vishnu's boundless substance are moved by 
an everlasting tide. Violence and weakness alternate with order 
and strength-there is continuous waxing and waning of his 
grace; ... , .As we have seen, Vishnu is ever willing to send a 
minute particle of his essence down into the world-the world 
being but a manifestation of his pleasure". Brahma, then toge
ther with others approached Vishnu and requested him to re
deem the Goddess Earth from her enemies. Vishnu plucked 
two hairs from his head, a fair one and a dark and then addressed 
himself to the assemblage. "These two hairs of my head shall 
descend to the Earth and take away her burden. All the Gods, 
too, shall go down to her, each ina. portion of· his essence and 
rescue the Earth by conquest of the demons". There is a certain 
princess Devaki, the wife of Vasudeva,· and who is like unto a 
goddess among men. This· dark hair is to become the eighth 

19. Cf. C.B. papali, Hinduismus, vol. ii, P. 186; J.A· Cuttat, The En
counter of Religions, New York, 1960, p. 57. 

20. See B. Gila, Chap. xi. The Lord's Transfiguration. 
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fruit of her womb. I shall descend into her and be born of her 
and shall kill again the demon Kalanemi, in his present incar
nation, Kamsa. The hairs became presently a brother pair of 
hero saviours. The dark hair became Krishna; the fair one. was 
born of Krishna's older but half-brother, Balarama, whose mother 
'was another wife of Vasudeva, named Rohini.21 Accordingto 
Nara-Simha Purana, Krishna embodies only a part of Vishnu's 
Sakti.22 

The Conception of Krishna as a personal God very. near to 
human beings is a result of the evolution of the knowledge of 
God. Dr. Radhakrishnan writes thus on this point, "We have to 
vary continually our notions of God until we pass beyond all 
notions into the heart of the reality itself, which our ideas en
deavour to report. Hinduism does not distinguish ideas of God 
as true and false, adopting one particular idea as the standard 
for the whole human race. It accepts the obvious fact that man
kind seeks its goal of God at various levels and in various 
directions and feels sympathy with every stage of the search. 
The same God expresses himself at one stage as power, at another 
'as personality, at a third as all comprehensive spirit, just as the 
same forces which put forth the green leaves also cause the crim-
son flowers to grow ......... 23 

Krishna was not an avatar in the beginning 

One of the stages in the development of the importance of 
Vishnu and the religion known after his name-Vaishnavism-is 
the absorption of Narayana into Vishnu. The earliest reference 
to the God Narayana is found in a Brahmana, where he is called 

21. H. Zimmer,Myths and Symbols.,,, "opus cit., pp. 80-81, ·quoted 
from V. Purana, v. 7. 

22. Cf. R.C. Hazra, Studies in the Upapuranas, Vol. i, Calcutta, 1958, 
p. '239. Narasimha Purana is meant exclusively for the glorification 
of Narasimha, who is identified with Narayana (or Vishnu) as one 

. of the forms (murti) of the latter and is thus calIed not only 
Narayana, but also Vishnu, Vasudeva; Hari.Mahadeva, Ananta, 
Krishna, Damodara etc., .. :So NaraSimha though a form of 
Narayana or Vishnu is . himself the prinCipal god also. It is this 
supreme deity called Narayana (Vishnu or Narayana)' who takes 
the forms of Brahma -and Rudra for the sake of 'creatio_n and des
truction respectively; and for the work of preservation, he takes 
the forms of Vishnu, NaraSimha etc. 

23. S. Radhakrishnan, The Hind Way of Life, opus cit;, p.' 24 .. 
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Purusha"Narayana, where he is regarded as identical with the 
Universal Spirit which creates from itself the cosmos. It relates 
that' Purusha Narayana pervaded the whole of nature (SB. xii. 
3. 4. 1) and that he made himself omnipresent and supreme over 
all beings by performing a Panca-ratrasattra or series of sacrifices 
lasting over five days (SB. xiii. 6. L 1). Somewhat later we 
find prayers addressed to Narayana, Vasudeva, and Vishnu as 
three faces of the same God (Taitt. Arany. x. 1. 6) .24 The 
Vaisnavaite ,religion is formed as a result of a fusion of two 
tendencies, namely, the monotheistic sects of Bhagavatas and the 
mythologies of the masses. From the tribe of' Satyata (One of 
the oldest communities in the W. and Central India), which' was 
a Kshatriya sect, the idea of a personal God emerged by name 
Bhagavad or Vasudeva. The founder of this sect was a certain 
Krishna, who in' course of time came to be identified with' Vasu-
deva as his incarnation.25 ' 

Krishna of Gita.26 

'The Bhagavad' Gita purports to be a dialogue between the 

24. Cf. Lionel D.Barnett, Hindu Gods and Heroes, London, 1922, p. 
76; R.G. Bhandarkar, Vaishnavism, Saivism and Minor Religious 
Systems, Poona, 1928, p. 8. The production of the three forms 
(Murtis) from the ,Supreme Soul" Vasudeva will be' discussed in 
chap. v. 

25. 'Cf. C.B.Papali, Hillduismus, vol. n, P . .39· Regarding the origin 
of a monotheistic religion with Krishna as the one God,We come 
across other narrations as well. Krishna was a leader of Vrsnis 
and other. communities prevalent in the western and central India. 
He undertook to recognise the entire religious thought and practices 
so that they should command truly popular response, without how
,ever alienating them from the ancient vedic heritage., As a result 
the principal gods of the vedic pantheon, like Indra and Varuna, 
were superseded by new popular gods, the. simple doctrine of Bhakti 
or loving devotion took the place of the complicated vedic ritual, 
a greater emphasis' was put on ethical teachings than' on'meta
physical speCUlation. In the personality of Krishna they found 

'activeltiadership. Thus' Krishna, who was ,a, tribal leadet;, became 
a tribal hero, laterbec-ame tribal God (Cf. R.N. Dandekar, Cult. 
Heritage oj India, vol. ii, opus'cit;,p. -233); 

26. Among the interpolated didactic hymns of. the MahabMr~ta, the 
most important is the Bhagavad gita (The song of the Exalted One). 
The Exalted Singer is Krishna; who appears as ,a mariifestation of 
the God Vishnu. Apart from some of the later additions; the Gita 
may well date from the third century B.C. 
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Pandava prince Arjunaand Krishna, who was serving as his 
charioteer; on. the eve of the great battle of Mahabharafa: In order 
to invent a' leading motive for his teaching the poet represents 
Arjuna as suddenly stricken withoverwheliningremorse at the 
prospect of the fratricidal strife which is about· to start "I Will 
not fight" (BG. i. 32), he ~ries in anguish. Then Krishna begins 
a long series of arguments to stimulate him for the coming battle. 
He points out, with quotations from upanishads,27 that killing 
men in battle cannot destroy their souls, for the soul is indes-' 
ttuctible, migrating from body to body according to its own 
deserts (BG. ii. 13). Krishna reminds Arjuna that for warriors 
there is no more eruiobling duty than a fair fight. It is a privilege 
that leads to heaven. It is his dharma (BG. ii. 31). . 

Teaching on Salvation. 

Krishnacontinties his admonition instructing Arjuna on the 
ways of salvation. For the maintenance, of the world it is neces
sary that men sho~ld do the works of th,eirrespective castes. 
These works, when done. without any selfish motives, and as 
offerings made in perfect unselfishness to the Lord, lead the solil 
of the worshipper to salvation in· the Lord. Here Krishna . sug
gests that the action should be done disinterestedly, without 
selfish motives. "It should be dedicated to Brahman, that is; it 
should be qone because . the Universal Order requires it to be 
done; This is tantamount to saying that one should do one's duty 
because it is ,a duty.28 Here Gita takes up the Brahmanic concept 
of justification of action by caste obligations. If activity is required 
by the. order of the universe, it rightlyconc1udes that there can 
be nothing that can be set above it. This is the doctrine of Karma-
marga.29 ' . . 

])o~trine of Karma and "f1'onsmigration: 

, The, teachings of Gita give new light to the. doctrine of 
trans,migration •. 

27. 'If, the slayer thinks that he slays. or if the slain: thinks that· he is 
slain, both of them do not understand. He neither slays nor is 
he slain (Kath. UP. 1. 2. 19, quoted in BG. ii. 19. 

28. ,Cf. R.G. Bhandarkar, Vaishnavism .... .. opUS cit., P. 37. 
29. Jnana marga (way of knowledge), karma-marga (way' ofactioil) arid 

bhaktimarga (way of devotion), are the three :prescribed 'means for 
attaining salvation. 
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The technical term for a religious rite is Karma; and, accord
ing to vedic belief, every sacred act produces its appropriate 
result or fruit. Here appears the doctrine of transmigration or 
metempsychosis. Krishna reveals: 'to the one that is born death 
is certain and certain is birth for the one that has died' (BG. ii. 
27). The future life of a man also depends upon the good or evil 
deeds he performs in this present life. In the Ch. Up. we read: 
"'I'hose whose conduct here has been good will quickly attain a 
good birth (literally womb), the birth of a Brahmin, the birth 
of Ksatriya or the birth of a Vaisya. But those whose conduct 
here has been evil will quickly attain an evil birth, the birth of 
a dog, the birth of hog or the birth of a candala,30 'Verily one 
becomes good by good action (good Karman), and bad by bad 
action (bad karman)',31 The doctrine of karma is inextricably 
bound up with that of transmigration. Fot it gives reasons for 
the inequalities of birth, and the sufferings the innocents endure. 

Of this doctrine there is no trace in the Samhitas ot the 
Brahmanas, and it is only in the upanishads that we· first meet 
with this doctrine. In the Rig-veda the soul of the dead is carried 
aloft by the fire-God, Agni, who consumes the material body at 
cremation, to the heavenly world where it disports itself with the 
gods in perfect, carefree bliss",32 In the Atharva veda we read: 
"The soul receives a new, more subtle body, and its life is a 
replica of human life on earth, though freed from all the imper
fections that are inseparable from it here. There will be eating and 
drinking of heavenly food arid drink, reunion with father, mother, 
wife and sons, the enjoyment of the delights of love, eternal light 
and movement unrestrained, soft, cooling breezes and swift, 
refreshing waters, soft music and streams of milk, soma, honey, 
and wine" (AV. 4.34.5-6). Of the pains of hell the Rig veda 
says very little. In the Brahmanas the idea of the post mortem 
judgement appears for the first time. "Men's deeds are weighed 
in the balance and they are rewarded or punished in· accordance 
with their good or evil deeds. Righteous is separatedftom the 
unrighteous in the presence of Yama, the ancestor of human ~ace, 
who was himself the first to die and who was in the later litera-

30. Ch. Up. 5. 10. 7. 
3L Br.Up. iii. 2. 13. 
32. R.C. Zaehner, Hinduism, p. 57. 
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ture, . to become the king of the land· of the dead and personified 
death",33 

We have already seen in the previous chapter that the crea
tion of the world was not effected once for all, nor was there any 
end to it. From all eternity it had been recreating itself and dis
solving back into its unformed and unmanifest condition, and 
these periods of evolution and devolution were called days and 
nights of Brahma.34 .This idea of cycles in creation also helped 
to foster the doctrine of transmigration. The soul of man also 
passes from life to life in an endless succession. It is even compared 
to a caterpiller moving on eternally from one blade of grass to 
the next.35 Krishna considers that the soul so easily changes 
different bodies and assumes new ones as a person casts of worn
out garments and puts on others that are new (BG. ii. 32). The 
gods themselves are not exempt from the law of Karma; they too 
are subject to the laws of cause and effect, and a day will come 
when the good karma to which they owe their exalted state will 
have worked itself out. Then they will be reborn as men, for 
it is only through a human incarnation that 'moksha' or final 
liberation can be achieved.36 When we reach the Maitiri Up., 
which is the la~est of all classical upanishads, we meet· with the 
king Brhadratha disgusted with this perishing life seeks deliver
ance from it. 'In this world cycle of existence I am like a frog 
in a waterless well. Reverend Sir, You are our way ( of deliver
ance), you are our way.'37 

All Philosophical speculations of the Hindu thinkers, and 
that of the Buddhists too· seek to answer the question of trans
migration. The chain of births must be discontinued. The soul 
which is a prisoner in the body must be emancipated. The ephem
eral, unreal, corporal existence must cease and the soul must be 
set free from the fetters of the body (sarira bandha) to attain 
the state of undeniable bliss. . 

Bhakti, as the Way of Salvation . 

. We now enter a new way that leads to salvation. This is 

33. R.C. Zaehner, Hifuiuism, p. 57. 
34. Ibid. p. 61. 
35. Br. Up. iv. 4. 3,· 
36. R.C. Zaehner, pP. 62, 63. 
37. MaiL Up. i. 3-4. 
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called Bhakti. What is meant by bhakti? It consists in the un
divided love and devotion fo a personal God and total depend
ence on his mercy and grace for· the acquisition of salvation.38 
The word etymologically signifies resorting to and then loving 
the thing resorted to. It is used in this sense by Panini in Sutra 
iv.3. 95; but the world as explained by the commentators, has 
a passive sense and means a thing resorted to, liked to, or" 
loved.39 In· the . Gita we see Krishna exhorting Arjuna on 

, Bhakti. Krishna reveals his true glory to Arjuna, as a result of 
the latter's demand, (BG. xi. 13). Krishna, the manifestation 
of the supreme Vishnu told Arjuna that it would be impossible 
to behold him with his human eyes. So the supernatural eye 
was bestowed on him to witness the Divine glory (BG. xi. 8). 

The vision of God is re~lly a gift from God. In the trans
figuration of Krishna, Arjuna sees all the creatures in heaven and 
on earth in the Divine form. Further he exclaims, 'In Thybody, 
o God, I see all the Gods and the varied hosts of beings as well, 
Brahmii, the lord seated on the lotus throne and all sages and 
heavenly nagas (BG. xi. 15). At the end of that terrific visi011 
and transfiguration Arjuna says, "Thou art the First of gods, 
the Primal Person, the Supreme Resting place of the world. Thou 
art the knower and that which is to be known and the Supreme 
goal. And by thee is this universe pervaded" 0 thou of infinite 
form!" (BG. xi. 38). "The result of the vision on Arjuna was 
the expression of his profound humility before the Supreme ... 
bowing down and prostrating my body before Thee, Adorable 
Lord, I seek Thy grace" (BG. xi. 43-45). Krishna says that the 
form which Arjuna has seen Can by no. means be visible by any 
ordinary . human means. Even the gods have never seen it. 'But, 
by unswerving devotion to me, 0 Arjuna, I can be thus known, 
truly seen and entered into, 0 oppressor of the foe' (BG. xi. 54); 
Here one is expected to adore God with all his spirit and heart. 

38. Cf. C.B. Papali, Hindufsmus, vol. iL, p. 106. 
39. Cf. Ramkrishna Gopal,QPus. cit., p. 41, Terms such as Bhakti, 

Bhagavadand Bhagavatf)- are derived from the Sanskrit root bhaj 

which means, 'to adore'. Therefore the primary meaning of, bhakti 
is 'adoration', while Bhagavad means 'adorable one'; and Bhagavata 
'a worshipper of the Adorable one', (Cf. George A. Grierson, in 
ERE, vol ii, art. on Bhakti marga). The definition' of Bhakti by 
Sandilya is to this effect. He says: . 'Bhakti . is the supreme love 
towards God (Cf. C.B. Papali, La Mistica lndu, opus cit.,' p. 76;' 
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The Lord gradually instructs him on the great mystery of salva
tion. Devotion is. the path by which one can securelyattail1 

redemption. God explains, 'But those who, laying all their ac
tions on Me, intend on Me, worship, meditating, with unswerving 
devotion; these whose thoughts are set on Me, I straight way 
deliver from the ocean of death-bound existence, 0 Partha 
(Arjuna)" (BG. xii. 6-7). And the words that "whoever at the 
time of death, gives up his body and departs, thinking of Me 
alone, he comes to my status (of being), of that there is no 
doubt" (BG. ix. 26), reminds one of the previous words, "He 
who sees Me everywhere and sees all in Me; I am not Ios.t to 
him nor is he lost to Me" (BG. vi. 27-30). The Lord says that 
anything and everything offered to him in loving devotion will 
be acceptable to him, "Whoever offers to Me with devotion a 
leaf, a:B.ower, a fruit, or water, that offering of love, of the pure 
of heart I accept" (BG. ix. 26). Love of God does not demand 
anything very extraordinary from us. By the performance of 
the day-today tasks can one be near to God. "What ever thou does, 

. what ever thou eatest, what ever thou offerest, what ever thou 
givest away what ever austerities thou dost practise---'<l.o that, 0 
son of Kunti (Arjuna) as an offering to Me" (BG. ix. 27). 

>TIlus Vishnu himself in the person of Krishna taught the 
way of attaining God. This is the way of loving devotion to 
God otherwise known as Bhakti. Bhakti· is different from wis
dom or science in the sense that one who knows a person can 
also hate him; It is not identical with the faith of Christianity I 

too. In Bhakti, the bhakta thinks of a direct apprehension of the 
presence of God. 

Prasada-the Doctrine of Grace. 

As the doctrine of Prasada or Grace is a necessary comple
ment of Bhakti, it would be useful to treat it at least in outline. 
The eternal wisdom and the final deliverantecan be had only 
from the benevolence of God. By means of our personal cone 
templation we can see into us. But as we rise in contemplation 
we will experience the vision of the Supreme, whicn is entirely 
beyond the power of the soul to prepare or bring about. We 
will feel that it is wholly the operation of God working in the 
soul by extraordinary grace. In the Gita Krishna makes. Arjuna 
know of this: "To these who are constantly devoted and worship 
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Me 'with love, I grant the concentration of understanding by 
which they come to Me. Out of compassion for those same 
ones, remaining with in My own true state, I destroy the dark
ness born of ignorance by the shining lamp of wisdom" (BG. x. 
lO-llJ. Here the teacher makes out how bhakti or devotion 
leads to destruction of ignorance and the rise of illumination. 
When ignorance is destroyed, God stands revealed in the human 
spirit. When love and wisdom arise, the eternal is ful:6.11ed in 
the individual. Already in the Katha Up, which is anterior to 
the Gita, we find the same teaching.' "The Self cannot be at
tained by instruction, nor by intellectual powet, nor even through 
much hearing. He is to be attained only by the one whom the 
(Self) chooses. To such a one the self reveals his own nature."40 
If man becomes aware of God's presence in the soul, it is due 
to God's own working' in the' soul; it is due to a special grace 
from God. 

This grace consists specially in a certain intuition of God 
infused into the soul directly by God, which is totally different 
from all other knowledge 9f God, also that is acquired from the 
scriptures.41 So it does not'terminate in mere knowledge, but 
knowledge which has the character of bhakti:-of intimate love 
-and so also ' called by the name Upasana. 

Vishnu is Destroyer Too. 

Vishnu as the Supreme Being is the Lord not only' of main
tenance but also of destruction. It is from him that everything, 
gods, men, and worlds take their origin and into him everything 
dissolves. In the Matsya Purana (CLXVII, 13-25) a vision that 
the sage Markandeya had is described. 'dThecycle has com
pleted. One day of Brahma has elapsed. Vishnu the supreme 
Being, from whom the world first emanated in purity and order, 
now feels growing within himself the urge to draw the out-worn 
cosmos back into his divine substance. Thus the creator and 
maintainer of the universe comes to the point of manifesting his 

40. Katha. Up. I. 2. 23; See also ,Mund. UP. III· 2. 3; in the 
, MahabMrata Vyasa says: None doth any act by virtue of his own 
power. It is God who engages him in acts good or bad 0, Bes
tower of honour, (Mbh. of Krishna D. Vyasa, publ. by. P.C. Ray, 
Aswamedha Purvam, Calcutta. 

41> C.B.Papali, Hinduismus, vol. II. p. 131. 
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destructive aspect. "He will devour the sterile chaos and dis
solve all life spirit of animate beings, from Brahma on high, the 
inner ruler and cosmic life spirit of the universal body, down 
to the ultimate leaf of grass ... The ultimate elements melt into 
the undifferentiated fluid out of which they once arose ... This is 
the interval of a night of Brahma .. Vishnu sleeps. Like a spider 
that has climbed up the thread· that once issued from its own 
organism, drawing back into itself, the God has consumed again 
the web of the universe. Alone upon the immortal substance of 
the ocean, a giant figure, submerged partly, partly afloat, he takes 
delight in slumber. There is no one to behold him; There is 
no knowledge of him, except within himself"42 

In the vision Vishnu told the sage Markandeya;"I am the 
primeval cosmic being ... 1 have a thousand heads. Imanifest 
myself as the holiest of holy offering; I manifest myself as the 
sacred fire that carries the offerings of men on earth to the gocljs 
in Heaven. Simultaneously, I manifest myself as the Lord of 
waters. Wearing the garb of Indra, the King of Gods, I am the 
foremost of immortals. I am the cycle of the year, which gene
rates· everything and again dissolves it. I am the divine Yogi, 
the cosmic juggler or magician, who works wonderful tricks, of 
delusion. The magical deceptions· of the cosmic Yogi are the 
yugas, the ages of the world. This display of the mirage of the 
phenomenal process· of the universe is the work of my creative 
aspect; but at the same time I am the whirlpool, the destructive 
vortex, that sucks back whatever has been displayed and puts an 
end· to everything, that exists. My name is death of the 
universe."43 

.. The destruction effected by Vishnu is nothing other than 
the reabsorption of· the world and everything that contained in 
it into its source in the world cyCle of creation and destruction. 
With the development of the Puranas the followers of .. Vishnu 
have made him the Supreme and Absolute God who is the begin
ning and end of everything. 

Vishnu as·· moderator· and Maintainer-Opposition to Serpent 
Power 

Vishnu's role as the maintainer of the world involves the 

42. H. Zimmer, Myths and Symbols ..... . p. 36. 
43. Ibid., p. 50. To find Vishnu asserting himself as the Supreme in 

this Vision, see chap. V, p. 105. 
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function of mediator or moderator, between the antagorustlc 
energies that are active in the life process of the universe. He 
restrains the overbearing i!p-pact of thedesttuctive and disruptive 
powers. This he does always by descending into the universe 
in one or another of his avatars, curbing and subduing the. ter
rible forces that threaten general ruin, and finally restoring a 
working equilibrium of opposites. Vishnu in the form of the 
boy Krishna does this by subduing the terrible serpent Kaliya. 
In the fight between Krishna and Kaliya, the boy Krishna com
pletely defeated the venomous serpent. Then the serpen,t ex-. 
hausted, implored the victor: "1 have only acted according to 
my· nature. As you created me with strength and endowed me 
with my poison, so have 1 behaved ... I implore you to spare my 
life to me and declare what 1 must do." Krishna in his mercy 
replied, "you shall not henceforth recide in the waters of Yamuna, 
but in the vastness of the ocean. Depart~ .. "44 

In this event, it is evident that Krishna· played the role of 
a moderator. He liberated mankind from a threat and peril, 
favouring life against the slaying breath of the serpent, and yet ' 
recognised the rights of the destructive power. It is considered 
that the venomous serpent also was a manifestation of the 
Supreme Being in one of the darker aspects of the God's essence. 
There could be no elimination, once and for all, of this presence 
which to man seemed wholely negative. Krishna really brought 
the demons and mankind into an agreement. For the good of 
the humanity Kaliya was assigned to a remote sphere but he· was 
allowed to. remain unchanged both in nature and in power. Had 
be been transformed, redeemed or altogether eliminated the 
counterplay between human and demoniac, productive and destruc
tive energies would have been disturbed~and such an eventual
ity was far from the intent of the Highest Being. 

Conclusion 

Thus is the nature of Vishnu, the Saviour, in his relation 
to the mankind.. Among the three persons of the Hindu Triad, 
Vishnu and Siva are greatly honoured by the devotees, for. they 
are very near to the masses. Vishnu, by means of his avatars 
was always present among men, is still present, and will always 
be found in future. 

44. H.Zimmer., opus cit., p. 85. 
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Siva- The Third Member of Trimurti 

We have already seen in the first chapter some of the 
pertinent characteristics of Siva, the third member of the Divine 
Triad. It was mainly a study of the great God, based on the 
early vedic literature. Here we intend to see Siva in his dif
ferent forms and functions, and above all his relation to humanity. 

It was the God Rudra, that prefigured Siva in the Rig Veda. 
He was more related to the fire God Agni, than to any others, 
in his way of exhibiting the terrific qualities. For, among the 
forms of destruction, fire occupies the first place. But it must 
be noted 'that the Lord of fire, is a manifestation of Rudra. 'Agni 
is Rudra'.1 This all-pervading subtle fire is the very God Rudra.2 

But he does not stop with this. Rudra inherited the qualities 
of the other vedic gods too. He was seen associated with 
Maruts, also called 'Rudras' his sons. But these Maruts are th{! 
constant companions of the king of gods Indra.3 They, in as
sociation with the god of thunderstorm, pour down rain in tor-, 
rents, create darkness thereby and cover the face of the Sun. 
Cosmologically Maruts represented the forces of renewal orre
generation which follow on the destruction of the older order. 
So Indra and the Maruts represented both the eternal renewal 
of the cosmos by the violent destruction of the old constricting 
order, by the annual renewal of the earth's life at the advent 
of the rainy season, and the subjugation of the human and divine 
enemies of the Aryans. One may see the later god Siva pre
figured in the destructive nature of these vedic gods. 

Characteristics of Siva. 

In the Trimurti, Siva has the function of destruction. But 
we will find that Siva is of such a complex personality that' in 
him many contradicting and conflicting qualities meet together. 

1. S.B. Y., 3. 1. 10; vi. 1· 3. to. 
2, S.B. ix, 1. 1. 1. For details confer the first chapter, section on Agni. 
3., Cf. R.C. Zaehner, Hinduism, p. 25. 

6 
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Siva is a powerful, wrathful and impetuous God, but at the 
same time generous, gracious and beautiful. He spares nothing 
when he is propitiated. In the Satapatha Brahmana (vi. 1. 1. 7) 
the God who is mentioned as the son of Usas, is knownhy 
eight different names, four of which representing his destructive 
energy, and the other four showing his benign counterpart. The 
name Siva has become his usual name in the Upanishads. Later 
it superseded . the' older' names in' popular religion. The two 
names Rudra and Siva are now used as equivalents, yet theoreti
cally Rudrarepresents the fearful, manifest aspect and Siva the 
peaceful, transcendent aspect of the tamas tendency.4 

Siva.Kala. 

Siva as the power of. disintegration is known as Kala or 
Maha-kala.5 His consort' is Kali. The ordinary signification 
of Kala is Time. Before anything existed, Time is. This is the 
first condition for the existence of the universe .. And Siva, the 
destroyer is identified with Time, Kala. In the Adiparva, we 
read that Kala creates beings and destroys people. Kala brings 
about good or evil states (or things). Kala reduces all people 
and again sends them forth for Kala . is invincible. Santiparva 
after dealing with nineteen gunas, says that the twentieth guna 
is' Kala, which is, the source and end of all things. In the 
Anusasatiaparvam,we see: 'You are the origin of the worlds 
arid you are Time, their destroyer'.' Vishnu purana tells that 
when the' three fundamental tendencies (sattva, tamas, rajas) 
balance one another the flow that is the universe ceases to be. 
'The Nature and person, Prakriti and Purusha, stand apart. At 
that time the manifest aspect of the supreme causal state, upon 
which rests Nature and person, now separate, is eternity or 

4. It was a common practice among all ancient peoples to propitiate 
what one fears, by speaking of it indirectly and with gentle names 
made of auspicious adjectives. Hence the name Siva. 

SIva has rightly, been described as a reconciliation of opposites: 
. ,he is good and evil, rest and activity, mild and terrible (Cf. J. 

Gonda, The Concept of a personal God., ... . Art. cit., p. 130). 
5. The Sanskrit' word 'Kala' has different meanings. Kala is dark

blue, black, due season, appointed time (Cf. A Sanskrit Diet. by 
Macdonell). But Kala commonly signifies time. The notion of kala 
,as a creative power is peculiar to the Atharva veda. In the 
Brahmanas and especially in the SB. it is identified with the 
supreme creator Prajapati (SB. 1. 6. 3. 35). See also, Sv. Up. 1. 1-2. 
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eternal time. Absolute time is. thus the aspect of a transcendent 
reality which, at the time of creation, links Nature and Person 
and which separates them when the world dissolves.6 Thus Siva 
becomes eternal .. He lives eternally, as for him there is neither 
beginning nor end. 

Siva-Hara. 

Siva is the power of devastation, that sweeps away and 
destroys all things. He is Hara in the sense that He removes the 
bonds of the soul as also in the sense that in him the wotld gets 
resolved.1 . This aspect of Siva is identified with sickness and 
death, as well as with that all-dispatching power which, in the 
end destroys the universe. As he takes away everything, he is 
called the Remover, the Destroyer. 'As the destroyer, he is 
identical with death, with "Time". He is Hata, he who carries 
away, and in his most severe form he is Bhairava, the terrific, 
appearing in sixty four different aspects.'8 

The Hindu mythology speaks that Brahma, the first person 
of the Triad, created the world and all that live in it. The living 
beings so quickly multiplied that in a short time, the whole world 
was about to be suffocated. Displeased with this intolerable con
dition, Brahma decided to destroy all his creatures. 'l11en Siva 
interfered in the . affair to avoid the great catastrophe. He 
succeeded in inducing Brahma to substitute the universal des
truction by individual death. On account of this benign inter
ference Siva came to be extoI1ed not only as the destroyer, but· 
also as creator and preserver of the world.9 

Siva-Auspicious 

The. great God of destruction acts as a merciful God in his 
very activity, for his destruction has as its scope restoration or 
re-creation. 

Destruction always results in the formation of a new life. 
Life exists· only by devouring life. Life is the image of the 
giver of death. As he bestows new life on them, whose life he 

6. A. Danielou, opus cit.,p. 201. 
7. T.M.P. Mahadevan, in History of Philosophy, Eastern and Western, 

vol. i. p. 37l. 
8. Louis Renou, L'Hinduisme, Paris, 1966, p. 41. 
9. Cf. C.B. Papali, Hinduismus. vol. ii. p. 86. 
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has devoured, he is kind and auspicious. "In th~ hymns 'of the 
Vedas, Siva, appears as the peaceful aspects of Rridra. 'Rudta; 
Your body which is auspicious (Siva), unterrifying, showing no 
evil-with that most benign body, 0 dweller among the moun
tains, look upon (manifest yourself) us. 0 dweller' among the 
mountains, make auspicious the arrow which thou holdest in thy 
hand to throw') 0 ' 

It is believed that when beings are tired of adon, of life, 
of knowledge of pain and pleasure, and seek the rest of dream
less sleep;:they enter into Siva, who is the abode of joy, in whom 
the' universe comes to rest and sleep.' This rest in sleep is the 
ultimate mercy of the great' God. 

Generally eight' qualities are attributed to this auspicious 
God. They are: independ~n<:e, purity, self knowledge, omni
science,f:reedom from evil; boundless benevolence, omnipot~l1ce 

,and bliss.' There is no limit to His greatness. He is spoken 6£ 
by the wise as Siva-sat or cit-sat. As cit (Pure-consciousness) 
Siva is incomprehensible and transcends human intelligence. As 
sat or Being He is to be realised through Divine Wisdom. He 
is above the known and yet He is riot unknown.! 1 

Siva-Nataraja (Siva as the Author of the whol~ cosmic Process) 

Siva is' most popularly depicted to be the Lord of Dance...:,.,... 
Nataraja. The dance played by Siva is a cosmic dance, which 
keeps in' equilibrium his activities of creation and destruction.' 
Here He appears as the Supreme Lord of the universe, who con
centrates into himself also the function of Vishnu-preservation. 

'The dwarfish body of the demon on which Siva is dancing 
represents" the" ignorance which is characteristic of rinenlightened . " "" 

10, Sv~ Up" iii. 5-6. Siva lives 011 the Himalayan mountains with his 
wife" Umlt; parvati or Durga, who has Ii number of. other names too 
',such as Kali,' Karali etc., a~d is attended by a number of beings 
'called his, ganas or hosts. ' , 
, This Ood is known also as Girisa' (dwelling in the 'mountains), 
probably because the thUnderbolt that He hurls, springs from a 
cloud, which is Often compared to a mountain, and in which He 

'was beiieved to dwell (Cf~ R.O. Bhandarkar, opus cit .• p. 146.). 
11. Cf. T.M.P. Mahadevan, in History ojPhilosoph;v, Eastern., ... ,opus 

Cit" vol., i., p. 372. " 
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85 
s~cls,12 .Tlrispersonified ''ignorance, is subdued by God, andthru 
those who are chained toth~ samsara attlUn final ,deliverance .. , In 
one of his hands the God holds a drum whiCh' makes the rhythm 
of creation; the sound of which is the first element to evolve in 
the unfolding of creation. Another hand is uplifted ,to reassure 
against :fear ~d signifies preservation. The God's. tongue of 
flame is the instrument of. destruction, that works at the end 'of 
a mundane period. The lower hands bestow protection and 
hold our prospect of salvation. The lifted left foot symbolizes 
the divine activity leading to the liberation of all beings. .Th~ 
seven .streams of water rushing forth from each side of the head 
recall the' myth. that Siva once kept the .. heavenly . Ganges im~ 
prisoned in his hair, before finally releasing it in seven streams.13 

The ring of 'fire surrounding the dancing God, finally, typifies 
the . life-process of the universe, within which the dance of. the 
prune Mover; Siva is taking place uninterruptedly. All beings 
and the whole world are subject to eternal change; God' aldne is 
everlasting, immutable and imperishable who is the:' ultimate 
cause of everything that is transcendent.14 

. Siva's functions are fivefold. As the cosmic dancer heem~ 
bodies and manifests the eternal energy in five activities:. he un;; 
folds or pours~'forth the whole of creation (Srsti i.e. creation)'; 
he maintains it (Sthiti i.e. preservation), he takes it back o.t 
destroys its phenomenal existence (Samhara), he veils or con,~ 
ceals his transcendental essence' behind the garb 6f' apparition~ 
(Tii:odhana i.e. obscuration), arid he favours, or bestows .grace, 
through a manifestation· which is ready to accept the devotee 
( Anugraha) . Of these the first four are aiming at' the last one 
as their goal. The God effects the world process for the sak~ 
of the. world's release. It does not affect in. any way Hisnaturd: 
Siva remains the same whether the world evolves or not. He 
acts like the Sun in his performances. ' The Sun is impartial and 
is the same to all things; but because ofhim~ such diverse 
phenqmel1a' as the bloolpirlg of the lptus, the err.rissi~n . of. heat 
by:' theb~rning of things? evaporation. of water,. etc~; take place. 

12:' ,The dwarfish figure is also 'interpreted to be suggestive of the supre
ma:cy of ,Siva over Vishnu. Orie of tire incarnations of Vishnu 
Was in a dwarfish form, " ',.. '" .. ' 

13.. Ganges purifies everYthing. This river is the essential instrument 
of ritual, purificatioll' :" ,- ... 

14. Cf. J. Finegan, p. 177; J. Gonda,. Gon/;epJ pi .. , .. ,iQC,., cit., 'p. 13'1; 
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It is the same Sun that makes some lotuses bud, some bloom 
and some others whither away. Similarly, but for the power of 
God nothing would move, and the world process would be im
possible. Yet God remains unaltered by what happens to and 
in the world. 

Siva as an Androgenous Being who creates eternally 

Another noteworthy characteristic of the Saivaite idea of 
God, based on the belief in an androgenous primeval being, 
that has been . transformed into the doctrine that Siva and his 
Sakti (The Goddess Durga or Parvati) form a unity.15 Siva is 
in constant union with his female counterpart, Sakti, and it is 
their union that results in the formation of new beings. Siva, 
cannot join with anyone, outside of himself. The mythological 
story of creation by the sexual union of Prajapati with his 
daughter has been applied to Siva, who in his eternal union with 
his consort Sakti---'the personification of his own 'power'
creates perpetually. The belief in such a union was well known 
to the vedic authors. The God divided himself into two, a man 
and a woman joined, half-male and half female. And it is the 
lust which is the apparent origin of manifestation. The union 
of Siva and Sakti is their basic reality. This is symbolized in 
the figure of the hermaphrodite (Arthanarisvara). This mani
festation of the two opposites has its philosophical counterpart 
in the identification of the purusa concept of Samkhya school of 
thought, with· the male, and the Prakriti (the foundation of mat
ter and of all processes' in the universe) with the female com
ponent of God, who is the All. However, Siva, the supreme 
being is also said to be above Purusa and Prakriti.16 

15. Divine androgony or the coincidentia oppositorum is a common 
fact in many of the ancient religions. They express the union of 
two principles sprung from the very ,same divine origin which 
finally unite together .. Since all attributes exist together in the divi
nity, then one must expect to see both' sexes more or less clearly 
expressed together. Divine androgony is simply a primitive formula 
for the divine bi-unity; mythological' and religious thought, before 
expressing this concept of divine two-iil-oneness in metaphysical 
terms (esse and non esse), or theological terms (the revealed and 
unrevealed), expressed it first in the biological terms of bisexuality 
(Cf. Mircea Eliade, Patterns in ......... 419-421). 

16. Cf. Linga purana, 1.5. 11. 
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He enters into these two which have proceeded from Him 
and sets them in motion. It is explicitly maintained that inspite 
of this dual androgynous form of God He is one and undivided.17 
Between Siva and His inseparable power, Sakti, there is no dif
ference what so ever. Multiplicity is eternally present in the 
unity of God's nature. .. 

The symbolism of the Hermaphrodite is equivalent to that 
of the Linga (phallus ) and the Y oni (female part). The male 
principle is also represented as Fire, the devourer, while the 
female principle is Soma, the devoured offering. The Hermaphro~ 
dite is then the embodiment of the cosmic sacrifice; .the image .of 
the universe.18 . 

Siva who is considered to be permanently ithyphallic, yet 
perpetually chaste is beyond all these opposites and the opposites 
in Him are left t.o have beeri transcended.19 

The I thyphallic God. 

Siva is popularly known as an ithyphallic God as having the 
emblem Linga or phallus. Even among his devotees,some may 
see this emblem only as an archetype of the generative organ; 
but others look to it as a sign, an 'image' of the rhythmic crea
tion and destruction of the universe which expresses itself in 
forms, and periodically returns to its primal, pre-formal unity, 
before being reborn.20 

The word 'Linga' means "sign", "emblem". The:distinc
tive sign by which it is possible to recognise the nature of some
one is called a linga (Siva Purana, 1. 16. 106). Siva the sup" 
remeGod, in his unmanifest stage is said to be withoutlinga, 
without. sex.21 The urimanifest being becomes visible to us by 
means of his manifestations. . He manifests himself by means 
of his creation. And so creation is his linga. The linga I.e., the 
phallus, which gives life is one· of the shapes under which the 
God Siva is generally represented. 

The form of the God in this emblem can be traced hack to 

17. Cf. Vayu Pur/ma, 1. 5. 11. 
18 ... V. Tripathi, 'Devata Tattva', Sanmarga, quoted b~ A.. Danielou, 

opus cit., p. 203. 
19. Cf. R. C. Zaehner, Hinduism, PP. 86, 87 .. 
20. Cf. Miracea E1iade, Patterns in ....... .. p, 7. 
21. Cf. Sv. Up. v. 10, . 

www.malankaralibrary.com



88 

the worship of primitive stone symbols, existed as early as the 
. neolithic age: Many such symbols were discovered during the 
extavations in Moherijodaro;22 . 
. . . The' Siva linga' is represented· ereCt and is· divided into three 
parts,' 'the lowest part is square and· is hidden· in the pedestal. 
This is called' the Brahma part. The second 'part, whiCh 'is 
octagon?! and is grasped by the yoni, is called the Vishnu part. 
The third part, which is cylindrical and rises above the yoni is the 
Rudrapart~' "At the root is Brahma; in the 'middle, . Vishnu, 
.lord of the three woHds; above is the fierce Rudra, the great goc:l, 
the eternal giver of peace, whose name is the sacred syllable 
AUM. The altar of Linga is the great goddess; the Lingais 
the true divinity (Maheswara)" (Linga purana, 173. 19~20) . 
.. ' As the symbol of male creative energy, the Linga is often 

combined with the primary symbol of female creative energy, 
the Yoni, the latter forming the base of the image with the former 
rising from its centre. This serves as a representation of the 
cteative union that procreates arid sustains the life of, the uni
verse. Lingam and Yoni, Siva and his Goddess, symbolize the 
antagonistic yet cooperating' forces of the sexes . They forin the 
archetypal parents,' the father and mother of the world.23 
Transcendent manhood is the immanent' cause of creation while 
transcendent womanhood serves as the efficient' cause. In the 
microcosm these principles ai;e mainly apparent in the sex organs, 
which 'stand for the most essential physical functionbf all bdngs. 

. . 

22. Cf. Heillrlch 'Zimmer, Myths. and Symbols .. ....... p; 126. 
23. The l1ll.ga-Yoni·union is representative of the folklore and fertility 

cult not only of the Hindus but also of. other primitive religions. 
M~y a times th~ soil is considered to., be the yoni while the seed 
sown is identified With the 'semen virile" (see SB.vii. 2.2. 5)., 'This 
womimis come asa living soil: sow seed in her, ye, men! (AV. 
xiv. 2. 14). The Laws of Manu also teach that 'woman may be looked 
upon asa field, and the maIeas the seed~ (Manusmriti, ix.33). A 

. Finish' proverb says that, 'maidens have their field in their own 
""ody', (quotd:i by M. Eliade, Patterns ......... p. 259). When 'furrow 
waS cortsidered to be woman, spade became identified with phallus 
and consequently tilling with the act of generation. In all these the 
creative principle is symbolized. Referring to Sv. Up; iv. 11 and v., 
2.where the God Isana is spoken of as presiding over ail forms 
and yanisR. G. Bharidarkarstates that "it alludes to the l:ihiloio
phical doctrine of gods presiding: ovetevery creative cause (Cf. 
Vaisnavism, saivism etc ...... opus cit., P. 163, foot ilOte'no; 1). 

www.malankaralibrary.com



89 

Everything in nature ,centres around, procreation, for it ensures 
the continuity of life. It is, in the uriionof :the linga and the 
yoni, that divinity, the power to create" is 'most directly apparent 
in Dian. As there cannot'. be procre.ation without' such' union: 'so 
there cann01;. .. pe divine manpestation. too without their 'cosmic 
equivalent. The mystery' of "CXetltioncan he' understood :only 
through the mystery: of this union; 

The SivapririCiple is the totality of the':' procreative' power 
found in. the! 'whole universe. All individual procreation is a 
fragment of it. "From thereIation of linga and yonithewhole 
world arises. Everything therefore bears: the signature: of ·the 
linga, lind the yoni; , It is divinity which ,'under the form of all 
individual lingasenters every womb arid procreates all beings.24 

Here one may remark that the" tnga-yoni union (si~a-sakti 
union) is the link between the two, worlds, the point where life 
manifests itself, where the divine spirit-becomes incarnate: When 
the Hindus worship Linga, ,they do not deify a physical f~ature, 
they merely recognise the' diVIne etemal form manifest.' in the 
microcollm. It is' the human phallus which is ,a divine emblem 
of the ,eternal causal form, the ~ll-pervading Linga. In'the ,Siva 
Purana we read,"He who worships. the Linga, knowing it to b.e 
the first cause, the soUrce of consdoi:Isne~s" t.he' substance 9f the 
universe, is nearer to me (Siva) than' any other being'" (Siva 
purana, 1. 8. 159). 

Siva-'-The Supl'eme' oY6gi 
, Among the diffetent significations 6f Muktior Moksh'a we 

fLfld that the souls onG~ liberated. frotu the Chain, of. fransmigtation 
attain a mystic stat~of spirituaL union with the supreme Being. 
The perfect union 'with the supreme is achieved by means of 
spiritual- contemplation. Siva: is the typical example of ' such a 
contemplation, i.e.; He is the eternal Yogi.' He appears' as one 
who attained' the highest perfe'ction ill, meditatio~ 'arid' ,austerity . 
.In this respect. he is represented ,as .an· austere n~ke.d.ascetic, (dig
ambara) With body-smeared with ashes and,mat1;ed: hair,:,abiding 
lUred' and ,immovable ,in 'one'·spot. 'His Ybga2-S is'uninterrupted 

", . ,. . ..... 
--------------~--
24:: Kai'apatri;" "Lingopasana"rahasya;' ,p.138: (-qiiotedby" A.:'D'a~ielou, 

opus cit., P. 225. ",: ' 
25. Yoga is considered to be a means for the liberation' of 'SOUls. Ety-
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and he is the great master ,whom the yogins of all times meditate 
upon. , He.' teaches men by his own example the 'power to be 
acquired by mortification of the body, suppression of the pas" 
sions and abstract contemplation, which 'lead to the loftiest 
spiritual knowledge and ultim!ltely, to union with the great spirit 
of the universe. In this deep meditation, Siva is unaffected by 
the affairs of the world. He is the example of the human soul 
hoth when ,it is 'fettered" and when it is "liberated". In him 
there is no distinction of persons, male and female coalesce into 
a :wholeness., "You are woman, You'. are man. You are the 
youth, and .. the maiden too.''26 

As he is the perfect ascetic he is known as Maha-Yogi, ,in 
whom is centred the perfection of austerity, penance and medita
tion, through which unlimited powers are attained. 

Siva in the Epic Mahabbar4ta. 

In the great epic Siva is mentioned several times. In the 
Diona parvam (chaps. 80-81), Arjuna and Krishna are spoken of 
as having gone to Himalaya in a vision and seen Samkara (Siva) 
at his, dwelling. They h()w their heads before him, sing a h~ 
in his praise. They address him as' unb~rn, the creator, of the 
universe and unchangeable. ' 

mologically, Yoga derives from the root yuj, 'to bind, together', 
'hold fast' (Lat. jungere). This word serv~ .in ge,neral to designate 
any ascetical technique and any method' of meditation. First of all, 
yoga implies a preliminary detachment from matter. The emphasis 
is made on man's effort on himself (to' yoke) i. e., self discipUne, 
by virtue of which. he can obtain concentration of spirit even before 
askhig for the aid' of the divinity. 'To hold fast', 'bind together', 
'to yoke\ "":'the purpose of all these is to unify tiie spirit and to do 
away- willi the disperSion that is characteristic of profane consCious
ness. For the 'devotional schools of yoga, this unification, of course, 
only Precedes the true union that 'of the human 80111 :with, Gpd(Cf. 

, ,Mii:cea Eliade, Yoga, Immortality and Freedom, Newyork, 1958, p. 
, " 7). Y o~a aims at mastenn'gt'he' senseS and the ~d so 'that" , the 

'mirrorri{ the soul, unSullified by' ail temporal 'Concerns; may 'per~ 
fectly 'reflect the, God 'who is hidden in the heart'. -The immanent 
God is to be known by yoga, and the transcendent God to be wor
shipped with loving devotion (bhakti)., Cf.· R, C. Zaehner, Hinduism; 
p. 84. ' . .. ,. - ' 

26.' Sv. Up.,iv, 3. 
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Still as a whole the epic does not present Him as the Supreme 
God. The title Mahadeva,by which Siva is well known, is an 
attribute of Vishnu in Mahabharata (Mbh. 3. 84. 147). There is 
always tension and rivalry between the two gods. This is never 
wholly dissipated even when the two gods are lately fused. into 
the single figure Had-Hara, Had, being one of the names of 
Vishnu and Hara of Siva. 

Siva's position is not in any way better in the early puranas 
too. In the first classic puranas (Vi. p., Matsya p., Brahma p. 
etc.) , Siva is no more than a function or mask assumed by 
Vishnu whenever the moment approaches for the absorption of 
the universe. Only in a later stratification of puranic faith 
(Markandeya, Kurma etc.) do we find Siva coming to the fore 
to enact independently and alone all three of the great world 
roles of creation, preservation and destruction.27 

But when we reach the time of the Svetasvatara Up., we 
find for the first time the Absolute Being identified with the 
personal God, Rudra-Siva.28 So it is at the end of a long period 
of progressive development that Siva reached this highest position. 
And once the Absolute has been identified with a particular God, 
the natural consequence was that he came to be associated with 
all the mythological figures of the past. Thus in him are com
bined the terrible Rudra of the Rig Veda and the ithyphalIic 
yogin of the Harappa seals, and however much his worship may 
be spiritualised, these basic characteristics never leave him.29 

Incarnations? 

Siva does not claim to have any avatiiror incarnation as 
the other principal Deity Vishnu. Perhaps the thinkers do not 
want to limit or concentrate His Divinity in a few incarnate 
forms. Gol does not see any necessity of adopting a carnal body. 
According to the aspect of his divinity envisaged, he appears as 
one or three or eight or many. In fact he "appears in the form 
in which He is worshipped by His devotee and also in the forms 
that are required to save the soul. But all such forms are not 

27. Cf. H. Zimmer, Myths and Symbols, p. 84. 
28. Sv. Up. ill. 11, ii. 17. 
29. R. C. Zaehner, Hinduism. p. 84. 
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made, of matter; they are the expression of his grace")O His 
different aspects ate repre\Sented by his various names. One 
thousand and eight names are given ·to him in the Siva purana 
(ch;: 69) and in the seventeenth ch. of the Anuswara· parvapl of 
the Mahabharata. 

Siva and Salvation . 

... Knowledge of Siva is considered to be the only meal1S of 
attaining eternal peace and salvatibn. In the· sectarian· Up:' of 
Svetasvatara the devotee declares; "More minute than the minute, 
in the midsi of confusion, the creator of all, of manifold form, 
the one embracer of everything, by knowing Him as the auspici
ous, one attains peace for .. ever",31 . Kalidasa, the· greatest of 
Indian poets, acknowledgesihat by being a devotee of Siva one 
may attain eternal bliss; "May he, who is hailed by the vedantas 
as the· supreme· spirit, who still remains (transcendent y'. after 
pervading (both heaven and earth); to whom alone the. specific 
designation Isvara (Supreme Ruler) applies true to a syllable, 
and he who is sought inwardly by restraining prana and the· other 
vital airs, by those who desire to attain (complete) emancipa
tion, (may he) the eternal, who is easily attainable by the path 
of steadfast devotion bestow you supreme bliss" (Vikramor
vasiya),32 In order to attain salvation it is enough that one may 
know . the auspicious God, "By knowing Him the auspicious, 
hidden in all beings like the :film exceedingly fine that rises out 
of clarified butter, the one embracer of the universe, by knowing 
God one is released from all fetters".33 

J t is Siva (also called Iswara .or Maheswara), who as the 
worid~s ~reator, is generally named after • 'God'. TheW-hole of 
creation, the whole existence seem to merge in this indivisible 
undifferentiated 'God'. This 'God'. is above all the gods; he.is 

30. ·T. M. P. Mahadevan~ in History of philosop.hY Eastern and Wesier~, 
, p. 373. Three forms of Siva ar6 generall~' . distinguished; (i). bhaga

mpa, which grants enjoyment to souls;· (ii) ghora tupa, which destroys 
the karmans of· souls, and (iii) yoga rupa, which effects the release 
of souls. 

31. Sv. Up. iv. 14. 
32. Quoted by S. Ra~hakrishnan, in ~ntroduction to The Meghaduta 

of Kalidasa, ed. by S. K D~, New Delhi, 1957; '.P. 14 ... 
" .; .. : . 

33. Sv. Up. iv. 16. 
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the indivisible whole of all the deities, is the transcendent 
Divinity. "This unity of all that exists is represented by. the 
unity of the three elements, which constitute the nature of the 
cosmos, of the cosmic sacrifice; Might (Indra) , the devourer 
( Agni) and the devoured ( Soma), the three main aspects of 
Siva" ,34 

How the God of Destruction became Important? 

Generally all consider the forces of destruction with awe 
and fear. But Siva, the great disintegrating power is worshipped 
as the greatest of gods. The reason is evident. All that has a 
beginning must of necessity have an end. All that is born must 
die, all that comes into existence must cease to exist. Thus every 
existing thing unfailingly aims toward disintegration. The uni
versalpower of destruction in which all existence ends and from 
which it rises again is Siva, the Lord of sleep, who is sometimes 
extolled to the position of Brahman, "from which beings are 
born, by which when born they live, that into which when de
parting, they enter" .35 

Siva is the embodiment of tamas, the quality tending to
wards disintegration and annihilation. "When the universe ex
pands indefinitely it dissolves and gradually ceases to exist. 
Nothing that has existence can escape this process of destruction. 
And it is to be noted that it is from destruction that creation 
again rises; hence destruction is the ultimate cause, the unmani
fest origin, of creation",36 He who remains intact in the 
beginning and at the end is Siva alone, who is the power of 
disintegration. So Siva maintains the most sublime position 
among gods. 

A W10rd on Saivism, especially on the system, Pasupata 

Some of the most profound aspects of Hindu thought have 
been linked in the past, as they are still now, with the philosophy 

34. A. Danielou, opus cit., p. 199.· "What is perishable is the Pradhana 
(primary matter). What is immortal and imperishable is Hara (the 
Lord). Over both the perishable and the soul the one God rules. 
By meditating on Him, by uniting with Him, by ~eflecting on His 
being more and more, there is complete cessation from the illusion 
of the world' Sv. Up. t. to. 

35. Tai. UP. iii. 1. 1. 
36. A. Danielou, opus cit., 190. 
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of Saivism. This philosophy originally distinct from that of the 
vedas, has been gradually assimilated by the conquering Aryans. 
As Siva gradually gained momentum among the gods of the vedic 
pantheon, his worshippers . began to engage in philosophical 
speculation too. It was mainly in the Tamil lands of India that 
Saivism (Saivism of Kashmir also is of special importance) began 
to flourish. This was due to the work of a series of saints who 
spread the gospel that salvation could be won only by a total 
surrender to Siva. . The philosophy of the Saiva-Siddhanta, is 
based as much on the Svetasvatara Up. as it is on the writings 
of the tamll saints, but it was the influence of the latter that made 
the writers of the Siddhanta attach such enormous importance 
to the doctrine of grace freely given by God. 

In the pasupata system of the saiva siddhanta all existence 
is divided into pati, Pasu arl:d Pasa, which means the Lord, the 
cattle and the fetters with which the cattles or souls are bound. 
Siva is the Lord (pad), who is pure and perfect, just and gra
cious, almighty and omnipresent. The fetters (pasa) by which 
Siva bind the souls are three in number: maya,37 which is real and 
without beginning in time, Karma, that stands for the acts of in
dividual souls and their good and evil fruits, and thirdly there is 
anava which is the source of the soul's ignorance and arrogance. 
Literally 'anava' is the quality of being minute', which being the 
principle of individuation, keeps the soul shut up within itself. 
This principle is always at war with the soul, since it separates 
it from God.38 And it is this pitiable condition of the souls that 
inspired Siva to create the material world by drawing it out from 
the potential and unmanifested state to the actual and manifest 
state.39 Creation according to this doctrine, is an act of the mercy 

. of Siva. The souls have to undergo this life of probation that 
they may Civetcome the anava condition. 

Conclusion. 

Our discussion on the third member of the divine Triad has 
been limited to some of his most important aspects. As in the 
case of Vishnu, this God also is seen to be extolled to be the 

37. Maya in Saivism differs from the illusory power of the vedanta. 
38. Cf. R.C. Zaehner, Hinduism, p. 88. 
39. Cf. C. B. Papali, Hinduismus, vol. ii, p. 173. 
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highest of gods disregarding all others. The common tendency 
of exaggeration of the divine persons is evident in the case of 
Siva too. He assumes the triple task of creation, preservation and 
destruction, even though his common title is destroyer. In the 
Sv. Up. we read: "Tnily Rudra is one, there is no place for a 
second, who rules all these worlds with his ruling powers. He 
stands opposite to creatures. He, the protector, after creating the 
worlds withdraws them at the end of time" (iii. 2). Even the 
destruction of Siva is acclai~ed to be an act of mercy, an act 
which leads to a new and better creation. 
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CHAPTER V 

Trimurti 

We have discussed in the first chapter the concept of the 
Hindu Trinity in a very general way. It was the time of the 
vedas. A religion was slowly taking shape, that had as for its 
background the elements and powers of nature. As the vedic 
men saw by their simple observation the universe as a three 

. storeyed building, guardians for each story were also thought of 
quite naturally. The triple division of the worlds and gods found 
in the vedas was however not very clear and distinct. In our 
discussion on Surya, Indra and Agni, we saw that their functions 
and powers were not limited to their own spheres.! Each one 
of them could be seen operating in all the three worlds in· differ
ent forms and different ways. As a consequence dissension a
mong them was not unusual. Who was more powerful? Who 
was the chief among them? At times Surya was the all-god, and 
the same could be said about the other gods too. In fact 
there was neither any relation nor any unity among the three 
chief gods of the so called vedic Trinity. For the ordinary man 
of the vedas each one of these gods appeared as a result of his 
simple observations. What touched them profoundly was that 
these gods were of great profit to them, for their warfare, in their 
agriculture and for their sacrifice. So their division according 
to the three different regions has been changed into a division 
on the basis of their functions. Creation, conservation and des
truction-all these operations of the later members of the Hindu 
Trinity could be seen prefigured in the actions of all these gods. 

In the second chapter we found that Brahma as creator was 
absent in the early vedic texts; Siva was prefigured by the terrible 

1. The most prominent characteristic of the vedic gods was power, fo~ 
they were constantly described as "great and mighty". They were 
benevolent beings who bestowed prosPerity on mankind, the only 
one in whom injurious traits appear being Rudra. They were des
cribed as 'true' and 'not desceitful', being 'protectors and friends of 
the honest and righteous',but 'punishing sin and guilt', . 

7 
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god Rudra; while Vishnu, though he does not appear frequently 
was still great on account of his thte~ strides. By the three steps 
by which he covered all the three worlds, he became the greatest 
of all the gods. Yet there was no mention of a future union of 
all these two gods and they in their turn with the creator god 
Brahma.2 

The progressive Conception of Gods. 

,Each age of. thought in the Hindu Religion was an advance
ment over the preceding age. The Vedas spoke of gods, the 
Biahmanas presented a Father god in the person of, Prajapati 

, (later identified with Brahma) , and the' Upanishads taught a 
supreme god-head Brahman of which this father god was the 
personification:. TPen followed the major religious sects, of which 
Saivism and Vaishnavism are'to be' especially mentioned. These 
sects, though they insisted upon their particular deities still carri
ed with them the older pantheon as well, and with the pantheon 
'its earlier and later heads-Indra and Brahmii.3 The popular 

, name Harihara (as a result of the union of Vishnu and Siva), 
that has emerged in the Harivamsa, is also considered to be in 

, the line of this ptogressive development culminated in Trimurti.4 

Such being the case we have to find the reasons that led to 
the. formation of the Trimurti, giving explanations philosophical, 

, theological and mythological. ' 

Triads in the Upanishads 

The early Upanishads, such as Brhad-Aranyaka, Chandogya, 
, Isha etc, do not speak on Trimurti. Their main emphasis is laid 

2. Agai,n it must be noted that these Vedic gods lacked individuality. 
Having many features such as power, brilliance, benevolence and 
wisdom in common with others, each God possessed very few distinc
tive, 'attributes. As nearly every power could be attributed to every 
god, the identification of one deity among the others became impos
sible. The idea that various deities are but different forms of a 
single Divine Being has its remote origin in thds vagueness in con
sidering the dfferent functons of the deities. 

'.3. Ct. B.W. Hopkins, The Religions of India, p. 415. 
4, !bid. p 464; ERE. vpl. 12, p. 458. The ,combined name of Harihara 
, ',l).ppears first. in, the 'Harivamsa', which is a supplement of the Gita 

ofM<l.h!ilbMrata. This, view is ~rendered probable by the fact that 
the epic appears to have identified Vishnu and Siva' as equalS before 
it enlisted Brahma also in thatw-0up. ' 
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on the unity of the God-head, the Supreme Brahman .. But the 
existence of an initial triad is found also in some of them, The 
Chandogya speaks of a union of three colours, which was lately 
adopted by the philosophical school of Samkhya, in the form· of 
the three gunas or qualities.5 'Whatever red form the Sun has 
it is the form of heat, Whatever (is) white (it is the ·form) of 
water. Whatever (is) dark (it is the form) of earth. Thus 
vanishes the quality of the Sun from the Sun, the modification 
being only a name arising from speech while the truth is that it 
is olny the three forms'.6 What is implied in these lines isthat 
all things are ultimately modifications of the pure being .. The 
primordial being becomes in a way three deities, which are. fire, 
water and earth. This idea is expressed explicitly when the 
Upanishad says later; 'They knew that whatever appeared un
intelligible is a combination of just these three divinities. Each 
of these three divinities, when they reach the human, becomes 
three fold'.? Everything in the world is thus declared to he con
nected with the three elements, the red of fire, the white of water 
and the black of earth. It alludes to the order of creation; whert the 
absolute first produced heat, then water, which is followed by 
earth. . 

The mention of these three colours has to be related to another 
passage found in the Svetasvatara Upanishad. There the supreme 
Being, who is unborn is painted in red, white and black colours 
as producing manifold offsprings. "The one unborn, red, white 
and black, who produces manifold offspring similar in form·· ( to 
herself), there lies the one unborn (male) delighting. Another 
unborn gives her up having had his enjoyment".8 Here: Unborn ... 
Prakriti or nature is· without beginning, from the relative stand 
point. 

5. Cf. Radhakrishnari, The Principal Upains/zads, p. 452. 
6. Ch. Up., Vi. 4. 1-2· 
7. Ch. Vi. 4. 7. The doctrine of trivrt-karana, which is the basis of 

the doctrine of Pancikarana, has its origin in the. division of these 
three primary: elements. The theory states that each of the three 
original elements, fire, water and earth is to be regarded as being 
divided into two equal portions; of which one half is kept intact 
and the other half is divided into two equal parts, the two quarters 
of the two other elements in combination with the one half of the 
original element. (Cf. Radhakrishnan, Pro Upanishads, P. 452). 

8. Sv. Up. iv. 5. 
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Red, white ... etc;, The passageclenotes the three gutHis-
'rajas, sattva~and tamas~whicll constitute one of the eternal 
principles-prakriti (as in the case of Ch. Up. Vi. 4. 1. ff). Gives 
birth-The tangible products of the universe are products of 
Prakriti. 

. . ., 

Similar in form: All physical objects have for, their cause 
. Prakriti' which consists of the three gunas. ' 

o.tie Unborn ( male): stands for the individual self, that is 
without beginning. As determined by its desires and actions, it 

. becomes attached to different material objects. Thus forgetting 
its true nature, it regards itself as a material object andeni<?ys 
other similar objects. 

Another unborn: refers to the individual soul whose ignor
.ance has been destroyed and who consequently renoupces material 
objects. Gives her up, having .. .... -A phenomenal jiva (individ
ual soul) cultivates dispassion for the world only' after realising 
the transitory nature of its objects through the experience of 
many births. 

This verse of, the Upanishad is greatly prized by the 
Samkhya philosophers. It is by the action of purusha on prakriti 
that the world process of creation and annihilation is being re
peated. Prakriti or Nature consisting of three gunas is activated 
by the manifold purushas one after 'another. A Purusha comes 
under the spell of prakriti, forgets his real nature, and pecomes 
'attached to the:world ofi:natter. After repeated experiences of 
material pleasures, he at last becomes satiated with them and 
relinquishes the world. But prakriti casts her spell' over. another 
purusha, and the cosmic process thus continues without coming 
to an end. 

According to A. B. Keith the idea of the relation of nature 
(parakriti) to the many spirits (purushas) is obviously expressed 
in this metaphor.9 

.. But this samkhyan interpretation of the upanishadic passage 
,is .not admitted by all. From the Brahma Sutra of Badarayana, 
.we learn that the she goat of red, white and black colours cannot 
'be treated as equivalent to Pradhana (Prakriti or nature), pos-

9. A. B. Keith., ReliRion and ... opUS cit., p. 540· 
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sessing the three qualities.10 According to the author there are 
no special reasons that justify us in understanding these three 
colours as meaning pradhana and not anything else. The refer
ence of these three colours to the three qualities of nature in the 
Samkhya system may be due to later developments. 

Now, to arrive at a better understanding of the idea of 
Trimurti in the upanishads, it would be opportune to have some 
knowledge of the Samkhya philosophical school. ,.' 

Samkhya-Origin and Name 

This school of thought is of great importance among the 
philosophical systems of India. The author of this system is 
Kapila, who is said to have lived in the 6th cent. B.C. All the 
original works of this school have been lost. The most ancient 
one existing is the Samkhya Karika of Iswara Krishna i~" 3rd 
cent. A.D. 

The system takes its name from the fact that it arrives at 
its conclusions by means of theoretical investigations. The word 
Samkhya is said to be derived from 'Samkhya' or number. Ii 
signifies enumeration or investigation. It is proper since it deals 
with an analytical enumeration of the principles of the universe .. 

The Samkhya finds the cause of the whole universe in two 
primary principles namely, prakriti and purusha. The former is 
the eternal productive germ, also known as pradhana. The spirit 
or the second eternal principle called purusha does not produce 
anything. Prakriti is one only, while spirits are numerous, 
Creation is effected from prakriti only when it unites with slJme 
eternally existing spirit. Prakriti is supposed to be the equipoise 
of three 'constituent elements, called gunas-sattva,rajasancl 
tamas. The gunas are not material, but are capable of mutual 
attraction, repulsion and experience.!! These gunas are not 

to. Brahma-Sutra, 1. 4. 8: Sankara also differs with the Samkhyan view. 
He refers the three colurs, to fire, water and Earth of the Ch., Up. 
to his . defence. Swami Nikhilananda writes on this: One thing, 
however, seems to be clear about the Svet. Up. that it teaches the 
unity of souls on the· non-dual Atman where as Samkhya speaks of 
an ultimate plurality of souls. S; Nikhilananda, The Upanishads, 
(A second selection), London 1957, p. 38). 

U. Radhakrishnan, .Indian philosophy, vol. ii. London, 2nd Ed., 1931. 
p. 544. 
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properly. qualities though certain qualities result from them. This 
term simply denotes that they act like 'cords', to bind the spirit 
with triple bonds.12 Sometimes they are regarded as equivalent 
to happiness, pain and ignorance. Max Miiller represents them 
as thesis, antithe~is and something between the two; cold, warm, 
neither cold nor warm; o.r bright, dark, neither bright nor dark.13 

The Three qualities in Relation to the T;hree Gods 

The three gunas cannot be said to be existing completely 
separate from one another. Goodness, passion and darkness are 
seen existing in a state of union, a state of equilibrium. They 
are mutually related; each one depending on the other. "There 
is no doubt in this. As long as darkness and goodness exist, so 
long does passion exist. They, verily move in a body, when they 
act with cause or without cause".14 The gunas are not perceived, 
but are inferred from their effects. The first of these, sattva, is 
potential consciousness, and therefore tends to conscious mani
festation. The word is derived from 'sat' or 'that which is real' 
or 'existent'. Since consciousness is generally granted such exi
stence, sattva is said to be potential consciousness.15 As 'sat' 
m~ans also perfection, it is that which produces goodness and 
happiness. Rajas, the second one is the source of all activity, and 
that produces pain. It leads to a life of feverish enjoyment and 
restless effort. The third element 'tamas' stands for darkness. It 
reduces every type of activity and produces the state of apathy 
and indifference. It leads to ignorance and sloth.16 The function of 
the first is to illuminate, of the second to activate, and of the third 
to constrict. Sattva is light and illuminative, rajas is stimulating 
and mobile, while tamas as heavy and confining (Cf. B. G .. xiv. 
6-13).17 In the Law Book of Manu (xii. 38), tam as is charac
terised by desire, rajas by ambition and sattva by justice. 

According to the Samkhya school of thought things are 

12. Monier Williams, Brahmanism and Hinduism, P. 36. 
13. Cf. S. Gnana Prakasar, Philosophical Saivism or Saiva-Siddhanta, 

JatIna, 1917, p; 13. 
14. Mbh. Aswamedhaparva, opus cit., p. 96· 
15. . .. S.Radhaknshnan, Indian Philosophy, vol. ii., p. 262. 
16. E. W. Hopkins, The Religions of India, p. 398. 
17.· ct·R. Zaehner. Mysticism, Sacred and Profane, London 1961. p. 

101. 
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always produced and· never created. Production is m!lnifestation 
and destruction non-manifestation. These two depend on· the pre
sence and absence of counteracting forces. A thing is manifested 
when the impediments are removed. It issattva that manifests 
itself; tamas is the resistance to be overcome, andrajasrepr~sents 
the force by which the impediments are removed. All things are 
composed. of the three gunas and the difference of the wor~d 
objects are traced to the predominance of :different gunas., In 

. material things at rest tamas is predominant, while sattvaand 
rajas are subordinate; in things in 'motion rajas is predomi~an~, 
while the others are latent. We read in Mahabharata:"The day 
should be understood as threefold; the night has been ordained 
to be three fold ... three fold are the worlds; three fold the deities; 
three fold is knowledge; three fold the path or end ..... ; The 
three qualities act by turn in all things and in all circumstances. 
The creation of those three, viz., goodness, passion and darkness 
iseterna1.18 These three fundamental principles have been later 
identified .with the three forms or aspects of the Supreme.19 

The Bhagavata Sect and its Influence on the Idea of Trimurti. 

The immediate step towards the idea of the divine Trlad 
came out. from that theistic sect of the Bhagavata which flourished 
in the fifth century B. C. ., , 

Leaving ,behind the philosophical ideas ab~ut the.Supr~me' 
Being the popular religion began to show progress. The masses 
were in search of an adorable or. worshipful being, a God whQ 
is more personal. We see the gradual emerging of a monotheIstic 
religion. ' 

In the Narayaniya of Mahabharata, the great Narayana mani
fests himself as the Supreme Soul. He can be seen only by one 
who worships him with loving devotion. 'r:dhe Supreme reveals: 
Himsel£andexplains to the sage Narada, the religion of Vasudeva 
wi.th his three forms (vyuhas ) .20 He also mentions the f~ture 

18. Mbh. Aswamedha Parva, opus cit., p. 96, 
19: G.B. Papali; vol. ii., p. 18:>· '.. .. . " 
20. Viuha (Vyuha) '= Shifting, displacement; militaryarray\;' aggre

gate,host, multitude; Purushotama's quaternity as, Vasudeva, Sam
karshana, Pradyumna and Anirudha (Cf. A. A. . Macdonell,.Praetieal 
S. Diet; p.304),. Here it signifies 'emanation', see, a.· Kumarappa, 
HinduConeept a/Deity, London, 1934, p. 91. .. 
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mcarnations ,of Vasudeva, and the avatar of Krishna is one of 
them. The' different' forms' of the one God and the need for lovj.ng, 
devotlon-Bhakti-for the understanding of the Supreme, were 
established in the religion of Vasudeva. But this religion has been 
later followed bySatvatas. 

" In' the' Adiparv8. (218; 12), Vasudeva i~ called Satvata;; 
Towards the end of the sixty sixth chap. of Bhishmaparvam, 
Bhisma says:' "This eternal God, mysterious, benencient and 
lo~ing shocld be known as Vasudeva, and Brahmans, Kshatriyas, 
Vaisyas and Sudras worship him by their devoted action!" 

'. :The identification of Narayana with, Vasudeva and of them 
in turn with Vishnu which happened in the course of a:long peri~d 
of time is of great importance. For each one of these gods was 
considered for a while to b~ Supreme by hi~ own followers. 

. In the puranic times, the cult of Vasudeva decreased and 
three streams of religious thought, namely, the one flowing 
from Vishnu, the vedic God at its source, another from Narayana, 
the cosmic and philosophical God, and the third from Vasudeva, 
the historical God, mingled together forming the later Vaish~ 
navism.21 

Men of this time called their god Bhagavat, his devotee being 
a Bhagavata and the personal love and ,devotion ,which he has 
elicited is called Bhakti. Bhagavata is also called as 'Pancaratra' .22 

In the BG. (vii. 19) it is stated that, "at the end of many lives, 
th~ man of wisdom resc;>rts to Me. knowing that Vasudeva (th~ 
$upreme) is all that is". The doctrines of the Bhagavata can be 
traced to the Purusha Sukta of the Rigveda (RV. x. 90), whereas' 
according to the Satapatha Brahmana (xiii. 6. 1), Narayafia, the 

il.' Cf. Ramkrshna Gopal Bhandarkar, opus cit" p. 45. 
22. ' Mircea Eliade, Yoga, Immortality ...... opiJs cit., p. 394; George' 

Thibaut, The Vedanta Sutras, SBE. vol. xxxiv, p. xxii.' 
The antiquity of the cult of Vasudeva can be easily asserted from 
archeological investigations. An inscription' on a column at Besnagar 
in central india, which dates back to the second cent. B. C" so 
reads: This Garuda column of Vasudeva, the God of gods (Deva 
deva) , was erected here by HeliodorUs, a Bhagavata, the son of Di
on, and an inhabitant, of Taxila, who came as Greek ambassador 
from ,Maharaja Antialkidas to king Kasiputra Bhagbhadra' (Cf. Jack 
Finegan, opus cit.; p.147)., These words are specially significant since 
they show that, contrary to later practice" an alien could ai this 
time be accepte~ as a worshipper within:··the field. of 'Hindu society. 

.'~i' '\ 
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great being; performed thepurusha-medha sacrifice (human sacri" 
fice) to overpass all beings.1'here Narayana was considered to 
be the Highest divinity, with all other gods including Brahma, 
Vishnu and Siva in subordination to him. 

The Theory of Vyuha explained. 

The Bhagavata view admits that God is both the efficient and the 
material cause. They say that the one holy (bhagavat) Vasudeva, 
whose nature is pure knowledge, is he who really exists, and that 
he, dividing himself fourfold, . appears in four forms (vyuha) , 
Vasudeva, Samkarsana, Pradyumna and Aniruddha. Vasudeva is the 
highest and absolute self, who as a causal essence produces the 
three effects as individual soul, mind and egoity, representing the 
three persons respectively.23 The different forms of Vasudeva
points to the manifold forms adopted by the Supreme Being .. In 
the CH. Up. we read: He is One, becomes threefold, five fold, 
sevenfold and also ninefold. Then again,' he is called elevenfold, 
also a hundred and eleven fold' and also twenty thousand fold 
(Ch. Up. vii. 26. 2). The deity assumes these forms so that he 
may be worshipped in all these forms. The great philosopher 
Sankara disagree with the Bhagavata theory of the vyuha.24 -But 
Ramanuja speaks with approval of this doctrine commenting on 
Vedanta Sutra 25 II. 40-43. He states that by the 'Vyuhas', we 

23. Cf. George Thibaut, Vedanta Sutras, SBE, vol. xxxiv, p, 440. 
24. Sankara does not agree with the theory that Samkarsanasprings 

from Pradyumna. For it is not possible that from Vasudeva; i.e., 
the Highest Self, there should originate Samkarsana, i.e. individual 
souls; for if such were the case, there would attach to 
the' soul non-permanency, and all the other imperfections which 
belong to things originated (Cf. George Thibaut, opus cit., p. 441; 
S. Radhakrishnan, Brahma Sutra, opus cit., PP. 393-394). 

25. Sutras signify short aphorisms, constituting in their totality a com
plete body of doctrine upon some subject. We have seen the Hindu 
literature (Sruti) divided into Vedas, Brahmanas, Arnyakas and 
upanishads. These vedic texts have been interpreted by various com
mentators. The commentaries generally confine themselves .to ex
plaining the meaning of each detached passage, without investigating 
its relation to other' passages and the whole of which they form 
part. The task of taking a comprehensive view of the contents of these 
texts as a whole, in a systematic way is allotted to a separate 
Sastra or body of doctrine which is termed Mimamsa i.e., investi
gation or enquiry-an enquiry: into the . .c()nI!.ec~me!lning -()f the_ 
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have to understand the. fourfold arrangement or division of the 
highest Reality as Vasudeva, Samkarsana, Pradyumna and Ani
ruddha, ·and that by 'worship of the vyuha one attains the 'subtle' 
called Vasudeva, i.e., the highest Brahman. Samkarsana,Pradyu
rona, and Aniruddha are thus mere bodily forms which the highest 
Brahman voluntarily assumes.26 

Thus we see that the Divine has many modes of manifesta
tion, in different levels and the ful£lment of the purposes of these 
modes will surely constitute the supreme scope of the eternal 
kingdom. Everything proceeds from the One being who is supreme 
with definite aims. . .. 

Earlier we have dealt with the Samkhya system. of philoso
phical thought. From the theological point that system is strangely 
taken up into the Bhagavata faith by the equation of the four 
Vyuhas to the four prindplesof Samkhya27 -Purusha and the 
prakriti with its three distinguishing gunas. The wise man reaches 
the unity with the highest by. the . way of return through 
Aniruddha, pradyumna and Samkarsana to Vasudeva . 

. sacred texts. Mimamsa is divided into the earlier (purva) and later 
(uttara) mimamsa. The former tries to systematize the karma kanda, 

i.e., that entire portion of the veda which is concerned with action, 
pre-eminently sacrificial action, and which comprises the samhitas 
and the Brahmanas exclusive of the Aranyaka portions; the latter 
treats the gnana kanda part, which comprises the vedic writings 
which includes the Aranyaka portions of the Brahmanas and upani
shads. Its subject is ·not aCtion, but knowledge. At present there 
exists a vast literature connected with· the two branches of the 
Mimamsa. One group that constitutes the purva mimamsasastra 

. or simply Mimamsa sastra, and the other set of works that come 
under the name Vedanta Sastra.· At the head of this· extensive 
literature there stand two collections of Sastras, whose reputed 
authors are Jaimini and Badarayana. 'The Sutras in which the 
Gnanakanda of the veda is systematized go by various names, being 
called· either Vedanta-Sutras, or uttara Mimamsa-Sutras, ot Brahma 
sutras, or Saririka Mimamsa sutras. (Cf.George Thibaut, Vedanta 
Sutras, SBE. vol. xxxiv. p. xiv, note). 

26. Cf. B. Ktimarappa, The Hindu Conception of Deity, p. 312. Accord
ing to Ramanuja, the Supreme assumes these forms for convenience 
of worship, and for purposes such as creation,· etc.· Of· these 

. Vasudeva is possessed of six qualities; Samkarsana has two, viz. 
omniscience and sustaining power; Pradyumna two, viz. controlling 
power and unchangeableness; and Anirudha, creative power ·.arid all 
overcomingprawess. Cf. R. G, Bhandarkar, opus cit., p. 75. 

27.Cf. A. B. Keith. The Samkhya Systdl1;2nd ed. LOndon; 1924, p. 40. 

) 
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These three forms of the Supreme Vasudeva came to be con
sidered res~ectively as in charge of creation, preservation and 
destructiQ!l corresponding to the three gunas. 

!hi; doctrine of the Bhagavata sect known as Ekanta dharma 
(religion of undivided love) served as a ferment for the popular 
Hinduism in its fpture development. With this study of the 
Samkhya and Bhagavata theories we shall examine our theme 
of Trimurti. " 

Trimurti in the Maitiri Upanishad 

Maitiri or Maitrayana-Brahmana Up. speaks explicitly of the 
divine Triad of Brahma, Vishnu and Siva. Prof. Max Millier 
ascribes this Up. to an early period, possibly to an ante-paninian" 
period.28 

We read: Now then this is Kutsayana's hymn of praise. 
"Thou art Brahma and verily thou art Vishnu, thou art Rudra, 
and thou Prajapati. Thou art Agni, Varuna, Vayu. Thou art 
Indra and thou art the moon ...... All things exist in thee in many 
forms for their own or for their natural ends. Lord of the 
universe, salutation to thee .•. "29 

We see here the Supreme, saluted in his different personal 
names. All the important gods are mentioned here. Brahma, 
Vishnu and Siva are seen close together. The Supreme is identifi
ed with each and everyone of them. 

We read again: 'Verily in the beginning this (world) was 
darkness alone. That was in the highest. When impelled by 
the Highest it moves on to differentiation. That form, Verily 
is passion. That passion, when impelled, moves on to differentia
tion. That verily is the form of goodness. That goodness, when 
impelled, the essence came forth. That part is what the intel
ligence principle in every person is, the knower of the body, 
which has the marks of conception, determination and' self love, 
Prajapati (the lord of creation) called Visva ... That part of him 
which is characterised by darkness' that, 0 students 6f sacred 
knowledge, is this Rudra (Siva). Now then, indeed, that part of 
him which is characterised by passion, that, 0 students of sacred 

28:"""" Cf. Max MillIer, The Upanishads,SBE. vol. xv.p. 1. R.C. Zaehner 
declares that Maitiri is the latest of all the classical upanishads 
(Cf. Hinduism, p. 63). 

29. Mai Up. v. 1. 
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knowledge, is Brahma. Now then, indeed, that part of him 
which is characterised by goodness, that, 0 students of know
ledge, is this Vishnu. Verily, that one becomes three fold ... "30 

The unification of the three principal gods in the form of 
a triad is perfectly achieved in the above passage of the upanishad. 
This attempt is better understood in the background of the 
theories of Samkhya and Bhagavata. The Supreme is represent
ed as prajapati who manifests himself in three or more distinct 
persons, accordingly as they assume different qualities. The re
lation of the three forms (murtitraya) to the supreme is here 
indicated. The chief object is to show that there is only one 
thinking self (Cidatma) to be known, and that the same is to 
be meditated on as manifested in the different forms of Rudra, 
Brahma, Vishnu, etc. So the' three members of the Divine 
Triad are not conceived as' independent persons; instead, they 
are the threefold manifestations of the one supreme. In the 6th 
chapter31 of this Upanishad, the different manifestations of the 
Supreme are well delineated. We read: 'This aum is the sound 
form of this (the self). Feminine, masculine and neuter (this) 
is the sex form. Fire, wind and sun; this is the light form. 
Brahma, Rudra and Vishnu, this is his lordship form ... Earth, at
mosphere and sky, this is his world form. Past, present and 
future, this is his time form. Breath, fire and sun, th1s is his 
growth form .. .'32 In the manifold forms adopted by the Being 
for the creation, maintenance and destruction of the universe, the 
triad consisting of the gods Brahma, Vishnu and Siva, . form only 
a part. It is in these forms that the Supreme, lord over the 
universe. We see here the manifold phenomenas and the various 
elements in' the nature we often meet with, and the important 
deities behind all. Meditating upon the world of experience the 
seer did not find himself in an utterly confused state, with re
gard to the plurality of gods. Instead, it led him to the con
ception of one God, One Absolute Spirit, of whom the plurality 
of gods are only manifestations,33 

30. Mai. Up. v. 2. 
31, The last sixth and seventh chapters of this upanishad are of later 

addition (Cf. Max Milller, The Upanis.hads, SBE. xv. p. c1vi). 
32. Mait. Up. vi. 5. 
33. Cf. The Hindu Conception of Devata, in Discourses on Hindu 

Spiritual culture, A. K. Banerjee, Delhi, 1967, PP' 142-156.' 
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The Idea of Manifestations explained. 

The ultimate reality is considered to be dynamic,whose es
sential character is to manifest the inexhaustible glory and beauty 
of His nature in and through numberless orders of creations. 
Are these manifestations compatible with ,'the absolute natul'e 
of the Reality? A real conception of personality alone can supply 
adequate positive meaning to those ideas of God as Infinite, 
Eternal, Absolute, etc. A. K. Banerjee writes: "A positively in
finite being is one, of whom all finite eXistences are self-mani
festations, in whom all finite existences exist, who is the one 
self of all finite existences, from whom all finite existences are 
substantially non different. AU the finite existences being from Him, 
in Him, for Him, do not limit Him, in any way."34 The Supreme 
is the sole ground and substratum of all relativities, because all 
relative existences are His own self-manifestations. He is absolute
ly free in these self-manifestations in time, space and relativity. 
He is not forced to manifest Himself in such diversities by any 
power or law extrinsic to himself. The modes and laws of this 
action are wholly determined by himself, by His own will, which 
is indistinguishable from His perfect blissful nature. His crea
tive work is not preceded by any sense of want or imperfection 
or unrealized ideal. His desire for self manifestation as a uni
verse of finite 'transitory' relative beings does not arise in his 
mind at any particular point of time or any particular stage of 
His life history. His will, his impulse to creation and continua
tion of a world of plurality, constitutes his eternal nature and 
is identical with His character of self-enjoyment and is ap
propriately described as His leela or sport. His creation is with
out any beginning and without any end. He is eternally. creative, 
eternally playful, eternally self-enjoying. He is not first God 
and then the creator of the universe; but it is as God that He 
is the creator of the universe, creatorship being. in His nature.35 

The tendency for the manifestation of the one self is clearly 
expressed in the Katha upanishad. The Absolute appears in 
various forms in order to satisfy the desires of many, by being 

34. A. K. Banerjee, opus cit., p. 193. 
35. The creation is sometimes described as the lila,the sport of Brah

man, who creates the universe out. ofs}1eer sportive pleasure from 
the very fullness of his nature. Cf. S. Nikhilananda, opus cit" p. M. 
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more near to them all. "The onecontr6ller (of all)", we read, 
"the inner self of all things, who makes his one form manifold 
to the wise who perceive him as abiding in the soul, to them is 
eternal bliss-to no' others.36 Yet Radhakrishnan says that, 
when the Supreme assumes different forms they are not to be 
considered as His modifications, but' as the manifestations of His 
possibilities;n 

Result of a' compromise. 

'.' We have seen the orlgm and 'progressive development of 
the three gods which constitute the Divine Triad. It is true that 
at the disappearance of the chief vedic gods, Brahma, Vishnu 
and Siva came to. be repres~nted close together in the group of 
gods. But this nearness in' representations cannot in any way 
argue for their being one. It was the, period of the epics and 
the puranas. In the popular beliefs Vishnu and Siva were con
sidered to be responsible for all the three main functions regard
ing the universe, they being the supreme gods. As Brahma, the 
successor of Praj1ipati,' did not have any sect, He claimed only 
few adherents. But the other two sects, instead of showing any 
sign of union, began to fight each other for superiority. It was at 
this time that the Buddhists also began to flourish. The views of 
Buddhism were in opposition to the brahmanic views of the 
orthodox Hindus. There was an attempt among the Buddhists 
even to form a' trinity consisting of 'Buddha, Vishnu and Siva, 
'which they tried to express in their paintings.38 At this time it 
was necessary for the Hindus to defend their religion from being 
degenerated. And in suchan attempt of self-defence; an artificial 
union of the three gods was made. which resulted into the famous 
TrimurH. "The Hindu Triad represents", says R.N. Dandekar, 
".an attempt to bring ,about a religious synthesis between 
Vaishnavism and Saivism on the one hand, and between those 
two popular religious m9vements and Bl'ahmanism on the other. 
With their' usual fOJ.?,dness of schematising, the Brahmans re
garded Brahm1i, Vishnu and Siva . as the representa1:ives of the 

36. Kath. Up .. ii. 2. 12, ,13. 
37., S. Radhakrishnan, The Principal Upanishads, p. 640. 
38. Cf.C.B. Papali"vol. ii.,p. 182, 
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creative, preservative and destructive principles and as the em
bodiments of the gunas, rajas, sattva and tamas respectively."39 

! 

The comparative lateness and esoteric character of the doc
trine of Trimlirtl is shown by the almost total absence of its con
ception in the epics where it appears definitely only in one state
ment of Mahabharata. "Having the form of Brahma he creates; 
having a human body (as Krishna-Vishnu) he protects, in the 
nature of Siva, he would destroy-these are the three appearences 
or conditions (avasthas) of the Father God, Prajapati" (Mbh. 
iii. 271. 47). Here Prajapati, the Brahmanic Father God is 
made the Supreme One. Even though all the three deities are 
presented in the epic, Vishnu, in the form of Krishna or Vasu
deva is supereminently extolled. 

Internal Value of this Union 

Eventhough to each one of these three gods distinct func
tions are assigned, each of them is of a complex character. The 
conception of their relationship is not constantly uniform. As 
a matter of fact the prayers addr~ssed and the attributes assigned 
to each one of them have in themselves the necessary elements 
for a unified character. The sentiments expressed ,by Kalidasa 
may be taken as the best possible passage expressive of Trimurti, 
'In these three persons the one God was shown, 
Each first in place, each last,-not one alone; 
o Siva, Vishnu, Brahma, each may be 
First, second, third, among the Blessedthree.4o 

39. R. N. Dandekar, Cultural Heritage of India, vol. ii. p. 235; prof. 
M. Williams points out to the formation of a Trinity from another 
source, contemporaneous with the progress of the Buddhistic move-

, ment. He says that the' vedic Agni, the personification of creative 
heat, with a little extension of his attributes and functions, passed 
into the God Brahma, while the Sun-god Vishnu and the storm 
God Rudra, with a slight change in their functions, but without 
change in their names; became world-upholder and world-dissolver 
(Cf. M. Williams, Hinduism, London, 1894, p. 89). 

40.' 'Ekaiva Murti vibhide Tridha sa samanyamesham Pradhamavarat-
vam Vishnoharasthasya hari kadachid. Vedyasthayosthavapi 

. dhathuradyou' (Kumara Sambhavam, Vii. 44) English trans. by C. B. 
Papali, in Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II, vol. iii, 
New York, 1969, p. 142. 
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The Mythological Source 

There are no means available to infer who was the first to 
harmonise the three gods into a unity representing one composed 
form of Trimurti.41 But puranic mythology has to say some
thing even in this matter. It is stated that the Trimurti sprang 
from a female source called Adisakti (original power), who gave 
birth to these three divinities, united in a single body. After 
having brought them forth, she fell desperately in love with them 
and married them.42 The ingenious plan of this unification has 
the advantage that it is without· prejudice to the religion of any 
of the gods concerned. 

In this union of gods both mythology and philosophy join 
together. The three members of the Trinity are subordinate· to 
the supreme Being, or Param Brahma, whom the Vaishnavas 
identify with Vishnu in his highest phase Para Vasudeva, and 
distinguish from his lower phase, the Vishnu of this unity; while 
the Saivas draw a corresponding distinction between Paramasiva, 
the God Siva in His transcendent nature, and the Siva who 
figures in the Trimurti. 

Trimurti in the Puranas 

The idea of Trimurti has its full development in the puriinic 
works in which the sectarian deities are specially glorified.43 

41. Cf. LeoneI D. Barnett, Hindu gods and heroes, London, 1922, p. 113. 
42. Cf. Abbe I. A. Dubois, Hindu Manners ...... p. 543. 
43. The word Purana originally means 'ancient' or 'old narrative'; but 

long before the beginning of the Christian era it came also to be 
used as the designation of a class of books dealing, among other 
matters, with old-world stories and legends. They expound ancient 
Indian theogany, cosmogony, g!'lneologies, and account of kings 
and Rsis, religious belief, worship, observances and opinions about 
all kinds of miscellaneous matters. As the extensive Purana litera
ture handed down to posterity included both early and late, as 
well as major and minor works, the distinguishting class name 
'mahapurana' was given to the major and important works. They 
are eighteen· in number. They vary in length and content. They 
often refer to several gods, but generally each purana is devoted 
to the praise and glorification of one deity only. Six of them re
late Vishnu, and in them the quality (gun a) of sattva prevails; six 
are devoted to Siva, with tamas prevailing; and six to Brahma 
with the rajas quality. It is difficult to ascertain the exact time 
when puranas originated. The first mention of them. is found in 

I 
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These works played an important part in· the racial. and·. religious 
unification· of the different people of India. . In· their synthetic 
way of procedure, they succeeded In reconciling the various 
religious belIefs, the Samkhya system and the VedantiC philoso" 
phy. 'It is the puranas', observes R. C. Hazra, 'which have 
brought about unity in diversity and taught teligious· toleration 
to the followers of different faiths by making them realise that 
God is· one, though called in different names.'44. . 

Vishnu appears as Trimurti 

We have seen that it was the supreme Br~an~ho mani. 
fested himself in the three gods of. the Trim:ilrti. But :with the 
puranas we . see the sectarian gods being worshipped _ a~, Suprem~, 
who in their turn manifested ~emselves as the three god~.fomi~ 
ing the Divine Triad.45 The wop,derful but irrational adverittlres. 
which the sage Markandeya had With the Lord, dtlring the iriter: 
val of non-manifestation between the dissolution and recreatj,on 
of the universe, point out to this fact.46 

Markandeya, by a miraculous and curious accidentl beholds 
Vishnu in a series of archetypal transformations: first, und~r the 
elemental guise of the cosmic ocean, then. as a giant reclining 011 

the Atharya Veda (A V. x. xi. 24), where it is said that they are 
of the ucchishta (residue) of sacrifice. The Br. Up. (ii. 4. 10) on· the 
other hand ascribes the origin of the four vedas, itihasas, pur!nas, 
etc., to the breath of the Great Being, the Supreme Soul. EVery 
genuine purina is supposed to contain five characteristic marks: (i) 
Sarga (creation or evolution) of the universe ·from its natural Source, 
(ii) Pratisarga-recreation of the universe from its constituent ele
I)lents after its being destroyed. at the close of a day in· the 'life 
of Brahmi (iii) Vanisa-geneologies of gods, demons, patriarchs;. 
sages and kings, (iv) Manvantara-cosmic cycles, each of which' is 
ruled over by a manu, the first father of mankind and (v) vamsanu
karita-accounts of royal dynasties (Cf.' ECE. Art. on purana; 
Benjamin Walker, Hindu World, An Encyclopaedic Survey of 
Hinduism. 2 voL, London, 1968; The cultural Heritage of India. 
vol, ii., p. 240, 241). . . 

44. R. C. Hazra, Cultural Heritage oj India, vol. ii., p. 245. 
45. P. Johannes S.J.writes: Vishnu reveals himself, in three subordinate 

forIps. He is the supreme-God, but in order to create the world 
he appears i as Brahm§.·, in order to preserve the world as Vishnu 
(a subordinate form of the supreme Vishnu) and in order ·to destroy 
as Siva (Cf. Johannes, Hinduism. London, 1958, p. 11). 

46. Mat. p-CLXVn. 13-25. Cf. Heinrich Zimmer, opus Cit." p. 47. 

8 
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the waters; again, as a divine child, alone at play beneath the 
cosmic tree; and finany as a majestic wild gander, the sound of 
whose breathing is the magic melody of the creation and destruc
tion of the world. The child Vishnu tells the sage: 'I am the 
holy order ( dharma) ,lam the growing fervour of ascetic 
endeavour ( tapas) . I am all those appearances and virtues 
through which the true essence of existence manifests itself. I 
am the Lord-Creator-and Generator-of all beings (i.e., Prajapati), 
the order of the sacrificial ritual, and I am called the Lord of 
Sacred Wisdom ... I am the primeval being and the Supreme 
refuge. From me originates what ever has been, shall be or is ... 
Brahma lives in. my body and all the gods and the holy seers. 
Know me as. Him who manifests, yet whose manifesting magic 
remains unmanifested and not to be grasped ... " 

It would suffice one more text to confirm the manifesting 
nature of Vishnu forming the triad of gods. In the padma purana 
we read: "In the beginning of creation, the great Vishnu, 
desirous of creating the whole world, became three fold-creator, 
preserver and destroyer. In order to create the world the 
supreme spirit produced from the right side of his body, him
self as Brahma; then in order to preserve the world he produced 
from the left side of his body Vishnu, and in order to destroy 
the world, .he produced from the middle of his body the eternal 
Siva. Some worship Brahma, others Vishnu, others Siva, but 
Vishnu, one yet three fold, creates, preserves and destroys. There
fore let the pious make no difference between the three.47 Once 
even Brahma himself is seen declaring that himself, Siva, and 
the other Gods are no more than a portion of Vishnu. In the 
Vishnu purana he tells the celestial beings: '0 ye celestials! My
self,· Siva and you all beings-are no more than a portion of 
Vishnu.'48 

Brahma forms the Trimurti 

It is the poet Kalidasa who gives this great praise to Brahma. 
In the Kumara Sambhava the gods pray before Brahma, 

47. John Dawson, A Classical Dictionary of Hindu Mythology and 
Religion, Geography, History and Literature., London, 1928, p. 320. 

48. Cf. H. Zimmer, p. 80. Here it does not mean that these two 
principal gods are avatars or incarnations of Vish~u, for they are 
not included in the Vishnu Avatars as we have seen in the third 
chapter. 
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'Glory to Thee! before the world was made, 
One single form thy Majesty displayed 
Next Thou, to body forth the mystic Three 
Didst :fill three persons: Glory, Lord, to Thee! 

Before thy triple form in awe they bow: 
. Maker, preserver and destroyer, Thou!49 

Siva Trimarti 
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More than the other two, Siva becomes the embodiment of 
the Hindu Trinity. The three-headed bust of the God of the 
VIII cent. A. D. found in the subterranean rock-cut temple of Ele
phanta, near Bombay, is one of the most significant documents of 
Trimurti. In this ngure Siva seems to have absorbed into him
self the other two deities.50 The entire carving, including the 
base, shoulders and triune head, is about twenty feet in height; 
But the authors do not agree in describing this sculpture of 
Trimurti.' Monier Williams and Murray Mitchell tell that the 
head at the centre represents Brahma, while Vishnu is on the 
right and Siva on the left.51 J. Gonda and Heinrich Zimmer see 
in it the manifestation of Siva into three forms. But in their ex
planation of the ngure, they differ both among themselves and also 
from the other two authors above. According to the former the 
triple ~ctivity of Siva in his three different forms is represented 
in this way. Siva, the absolute and transcendent God is in the 
centre, while Siva the destroyer in his Bhirava 'form is on the 
right, and the Siva of grace and love, as Uma, is on the left.52 

H. Zimmer gives another explanation of the same Trimurti 

49. Namas trimurtiye thubhyam prak srushtte: Kevala.tmane Gunath
raya vibbagaya pascbabde damupeyushe yadamokhamapamantha
ruptam bijamaja thvaya srushcharacharam vishvam prabhavasthasya 
giyase. 
Ku. Sam. II. 4-7.. Published by S. R. Seghal, Kalidasa's Kumarac 

Sambhava, opus cit., (English Trans. is by T.H. Griffith, in the same 
book). 

50. Cf. J. Murray Mitchell, Hinduism Past and Present, 1885, London, 
p. 136. 

51. Cf. M. Williams, Brahmanism and., ... . p. 45 and J. Murray Mitchell, 
opus cit., p. 136. 

52. J. Gonda, Les Religions De L']nde, vol. i, (Trad. L. Jospin), Paris, 
1962,p. 312. 
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figure. In his view it represents precisely the mystery of the 
unfolding of the Absolute into the dualities of phenomenal ex
istences which fact is personified and culminated in human ex
perience by the polarity of the female and the male. The mid
dIe head is a representation of the Absolute. Majestic and sub
lime, it is the divine essence out of which proceed the other 
two. Over the right shoulder of this presence, perpetually grow
ing out of this form is the male profile of Siva, the Great God 
(Maha-Deva). Virility, will power, etc., due to a great person 
are exhibited in this figure. Corresponding to the, left of the 
central masICis the profile of the female principle-ineffable at
tractiveness; the seductive power of nature, gentle charm, swel
ling with the promise orall sweetness. Heinrich Zimmer depicts 
it in a dramatic way: "But the middle head' is self-inclosed in 
a sublime, 'dreamy aloofness. By its impassivity it silences the 
two gestures to right and to left, ignoring completely the display 
of their antagonistic features ... As an immovable, massive, cen
tral form, magnificent, self-absorbed in lofty and stony silence, 
it (the central head) overpowers, dissolves and fuses into itself 
the characteristic features cif the two lateral physiognomies: 
power and sweetness, aggressive vigour and expectant receptivity. 
Great with transcendental quietude,comprehensive, enigmatic, 
it subsumes them and annihilates in eternal rest the effects of 
their creative tension ... ApparantIy it never feels the jOys and 
agonies of their interaction. The central head is the face of 
Eternity. Insisting on nothing whatsoever, it contains, blended 
in'transcendental harmony,all the powers of the paired existences 
to eitherside. Out of its solid silence time and the li£eprocess 
are continually flowing-or nothing flowing.' According to the 
author the two lateral figures stand for the 'happening'. But, the 
central mask is meant to express the truth of the Eternal in which 
nothing happens,nothing comes to pass, changes or dissolves 
~gain.' The divine essence, the solely real, the Absolute in it
self, our own innermost Higher Self, abides in itself, steeped in 
its' own sublime void, omniscient and omnipotent, containing all 
and, everything. This is the, portrait of Atman-Brahman. ,And, 
h~re is the paradox of Maya: the universe of om personalities are 
as real' as-but not more real than-the phenomenal apparitions 
of these male and female profiles, emerging from the centre, but 
ignored by it. Brahman and Maya co-exist. Maya isthecontinu
ous . self~nianifestation and self disguise of Btahman~its self 
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revelation, yet its multi"coloured, concealing· veil. Hence the 
dignity of all perishable things, on .all levels."53 

Conclusion 

The ability of Hinduism to receive into its embrace any 
system or belief is remarkable. In principle their religion does 
not advocate any rivalry against other religions, or even against 
the different sects of the same religion, even though there were 
exceptions in the course of history. 

The idea of uniting the three Gods into a Triad also sprang 
up from such a spirit of cohabitation. Examining the essential 
ideas, sentiments and practices of the different religious systems, 
that pass by the name of Hinduism, from different angles, one 
will find that inspite of all the. diversities there is an unmistak
able bond of unity through them. One common feature of all 
Hindu sects is their undying faith in the Vedas, believed to be 
revealed by God Himself to the earliest ancestors of mankind, 
with a view to lead the human soul to its final blissful destiny. 
Also, it is to be noted that in the heart of an ordinary un
sophisticated believer, a remarkable amalgamation has always 
taken place. In his mind there is no dogmatism about any 
theological doctrine.·· Everyone believes in a general way that 
there is only one God, who is the creator, sustainer,ruler and 
destroyer of the· world, from .whom everything has come, in 
whom everything exists and to whom everything returns after 
its worldly career. He is fully aware of the oneness of this 
Supreme, who is all in .a1l. 

Still this conviction of the All-God does not hinter him ·from 
offering worship to a variety of deities. A true believer finds no 
inconsistency between the conception of and self-surrender to one 
immanent and transcendent Goc:l and the homage to and worship 
of many particular Gods, because in the innermost core of his 
heart he· knows that all these gods represent particUlar aspeCts of 
the infinite power and unfathomable greatness of the one undivid-
ed, unconditioned absolute God.54 .. 

.. The Sectarian Hindussuch as those whose Creed is to w;rship 
the Orie absolute God in the particular name and 'form o£Siva, 

53:H. Zimme~, Myths and Symbols ..... . pp. 145-151. . 
54. A. K. Banerjee,opuscit .• p. 34. 
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Vishnu. Kali (consort of Siva, or his power ) or to adopt a parti
cular mode of religious discipline, may readily offer worship, 
without being unfaithful to their creed, or to other deities whom 
they regard as partial manifestations of their own highest object 
of worship.55 

Thus we find that in Trimurti, the three principal gods, who 
have a common source, again assemble together for an oecumeni
cal life, though the plan did not succeed well. . . 

55. It is worth while to note here a conversation which prof. Monier 
Williams had with a Brahmin,at Thana, near Bombay. To the 
professor's question regarding the plurality of gods, the Brahmin 
thus answered: All Orthodox Hindus believe in one universal 

" spirit who becomes supreme lord over all (Parameswara). At the 
same time they believe that this one· God has taken various forms, 
all of which may be worshipped, just as gold is one every where 
though it may take different forms and names in different places 
and countries. Every one chooses his favourite form of the deity. 
They call him Agni-Narayana. Vedic Brahmans make a God of 
the veda, calling it Veda-Narayana. Differing places have also 
their favourite presiding deities. Banares is especially watched over 
by a form of Siva (Called Visveswara); Pandharpur, by a form of 
Krishna (called Vithoba). Here in Thana we have temples of 
Vishnu, Rama, Krishna, Viththal, Hanuman, Siva, Ganesa and 

. Devi. The oldest and most sacred of all is one of Siva, .in the 
character of Kaupineswara. We may propitiate every one of them 
with ceremonies and sacrifices, but the Supreme Being present in 
all these gods is the real object of all our offerings and religious 
services. . At' the end of each we say, "By this act may the Supreme 
Lord be gratified" ......... Even the Rig-Veda asserts that the gods 
are one being under different forms (RV. 1. 164, viii. 58. 2). (Cf. 
M. Williams, Brahmanism and .... ; .... opus cit., p. 50). 
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CHAPTER VI 

I 

A) An Evaluation of the Study 

Our present task is an evaluation of the study of· the Hindu 
concept of a trinitarian God, comparing it with the Christian 
doctrine of the Holy Trinity. Comparisons are not always without 
any prejudice or presumption. Usually it is done to the detriment 
of the faith of the other. Still, R. C. Zaehner says that the Euro-
peans might say, " ...... In our time new enrichment is coming to 
the West from India and, since the Indian tradition is so much 
more religious than the Greek, it is more natural for us to look 
for religious kinship not so much among the Greeks as among the 
nations of Asia, for it is Asia that is the birth place of every 
single religion that has withstood the test of time") 

Even juxtaposing the Hindu and Christian teachings will not 
serve our purpose perfectly. Still it will help in a way to under" 
stand how themes of life, God and eternity took their develop
ment in both religions in their proper ways of growth. In order 
to understand, at least in a very general way, the idea of Trimurti 
in the Hindu religion, we have started from the very early 
Hindu scriptures. The quest of the Indian to find out the Absolute 
Cause behind the perceptible phenomena around him is seen from 
the very beginning. We must here note, as Mircea Eliade sug
gests, that almost everywhere the religious phenomena are com
plex, suggesting a long historical evolution.2 The long and 
persevering search of the Indian after the Deity, which he ex
presses through the philosophico-theological treatises also speak 

. 1. R. C. Zaehner, At Sundry Times, pp. 165ff., quoted by Geoffrey 
Parrinder, Upanishad, Gita, and Bible. London, 1962, p. 12. 

2. Cf., Mircea Eliade, Patterns in ... , opus cit., p. 1. Authors are not 
lacking·. who consider that even the dogma of the Trinity of God, 
the Father, Son and Spirit, is not a revealed one,but has been 
produced under the action of the very same spirit working in 
ancient religions. Cf. Jules Lebreton, Les Origines du Dogme de 
fa Trinite, Paris~ 1910, a foot note on p. 9, quoted from H. Usener, 

. Dreiheit, dans 'Rheinishes Museum fur philologie, (1903. LVIII. p. 
36-37). 
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the same. Most often they ascribed this power to anyone of 
the gods they met with. Vedic gods like Varuna-the sovran God, 
Indra-the great warrior God, Surya-the Sun god, and Agni-the fire 
God, became important in this way. In their way to . praising 
or appeasing these gods, the Vedic people went beyond every 
possible way of exaggeration. To the suppliant each God was 

\ 
found to be as good as all other gods.3 In that undeveloped 
stage of religion, it was quite natural that they did not delve 
deep either into the inner nature of or into an I-Thou relation
ship with, the Mighty. So the grand natural objects like sky, 
earth; Sun etc., even though regarded as deities, were naturally 
called by names denoting their external characteristics, rather 
than by their appellations descriptive of the divine attributes, 
they possessed.4 

We have seen that in the course of the rationalization of 
early Brahmanism a "father god", Prajapati, had been postulated 
as reigning over. the many functional gods of the world. He was 
followed by Brahma, who, as has been justly observed, was often 
treated as identical with Prajapati. But even then as later,he 
was conceived to be an inactive god.5 He lost ground when 
sectarian gods like Vishnu and Siva gained momentum. 

God.'s Intervention· in the Events of History 

.. The Old Testament speaks how God revealed Himself, by 
words ~nddeeds, interfering in the life and history of Israel. It 
was really a journey of God with man through the centuries.6 

The idea of history which Israel developed theologically in 
different directions over a period of many centuries is of particular 
importance.7 It is something which is entirely absent in the 

3. Ref. Chap. I, note no. 23, which speaks on Henotheism. . 
4 .. J: Muir, Sanskrit Texts, vol. v,· p. 414, quoted by prof. Maxri1illler, 

Lectures on the Origin and Growth of Religion, as illustrated by 
the Religions of India, London, 1891, p. 264. 

5. Cf. Max Weber, The ReIigionoj India, (Trans. by Hans H.Gerth 
. and Don Martindale, New York, 1968, P. 173. 

6. Cf. Peter F. Ellis,C S. S.R., Xhe Men and Message of the Old 
Testament,M.innesota, 1963, p.xii. 

7 .. They were the saving events of God in their history· (for example, 
.Ex6dus), that the chosen people changed in the long run into the 
cultic festivals (Cf. Gerhard Von Rad, Old Testament Theology., 
vol. ii, Edinburg, 1970, pp. 107-108). 
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Hindu religious thought. This absence of the concept of history 
is very fundamental in the understanding of the Hindu Deities 
from the very beginning till our own days. Even though we 
have discussed the different avatars of God on different occasions, 
we could never come across a single event, where it is said that 
God has interfered in such a particular moment of human history 
for the salvation of mankind. Instead we are told that God 
incarnates Himself, whenever He finds it a necessity. So God is 
eternally incarnating Himself (Cf. BG. iv. 7-8).8 In this respect 
some of the exponents of the Vedantic doctrine, included Christ 
also as one among the avatars. To them the historicity of Jesus 
and His personality are accidents, and so should be held as the 
non-essential part of the Gospel of Christ. Sri Ramakrishna9 

once said, "It is one and the same Avatara that, having plunged 
into the ocean of life, rises up in one place and is known as 
Krishna; and diving again rises in another place and is known as 
Christ.10 And for Vivekananda, Christ also appears a number of 
times, just like Krishna. He says 'In time to come Christswill 
be in numbers like bunches of grapes on a wine; then the play 
will be over and will pass out. As water in a kettle beginriing 
to boil shows first one bubble, then another, then more and 
more until all is in ebullition and passes out as steam. Buddha 
and Christ are the two biggest 'bubbles', the world has yet pro
duced. Moses was a tiny bubble, greater ones came.·· Sometime 
however, all will be bubbles and escape; but creation, ever anew, 
will bring new water to go through the process all over again.ll 

8. The eternal changing in the. world in the cycles of creation and 
destruction also must be taken into consideration here. 

9. Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa (1836-1886) was priest at the· Kali 
temple at Dakshineswar. He went through several disciplines· of 
self-realization and became the centre.· of a renascence of Hinduism 
in its own fundamentals. His chief disciple was Vivekananda who 
later organised the Ramakrishna Mission, a.growing rnissionaiy 
movement both in India and elsewhere. 

10. Quoted by Max Muller,Ramakrishna, his life and sayings (col
lected works, vol. xv), London, 1900, p.109.(sayings no.· 52}, 

11. The Completes works of the Swami Vivekananda, 6 ed. Calcutta, 
1964, vol. vii., pp. 7, 8. The various other Indian systems of 
thought and religious practices· are also indifferent at prochilining 
a God who intervened in the History of human .race. 
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The Idea of Mission 

Next to history another point to be discussed is the idea of 
mission. The mystery of the Holy Trinity has been revealed to 
us through the external Missions of God that have as their pur
pose Redemption. 

What is Mission? 

In our context, we understand it in a broader sense, viz., it 
deals with the sending of a representative of a deity for the 
purpose of conveying a message or carrying out a task.12 The 
whole of Sacred Scripture bears witness to the fact of God's 
sending his representatives, to convey His message to His chosen 
people. In the Old Testament this task is entrusted on the one 
hand to the angels and on the other in a broader sense, to _the 
prophets who announced the will of God (Is. 7. 6-9). All these 
emissaries only prefigured Christ, who would be sent by His 
eternal Father in the fullness of time. The theology of the Word, 
of wisdom and of the Spirit, personifies in a surprising way the 
divine realities of the S. Scripture and does not hesitate to speak 
of their mission. God sends His Word in order to carry out 
His will (Is. 55. 11; Ws. 18. 15f!); He sends His wisdom in 
order to assist man in His toils (W s. 9. 10); the Spirit is sent 
to renew the face of the earth ( Ez. 37. 9). These expressions 
form a prelude to the New Testament where they will be employ
ed to explain the mission of the Son of God who is His Word 
and His Wisdom, and to clarify the mission of His Holy Spirit 
in the Church. 

'At the origin of the mission there is the free and sublime, 
design of the Father who wants to. communicate Hhnself to men 
in His Son, by the work of the Holy Spirit, bringing back the 
universe and the humanity into Him and introducing· it in this 
way to the divine communion in which live the Father, Son and 
the Holy Spirit. The execution of this plan implies the mission 
of the Son, the incarnated word, and of the Spirit of the Pente
cost, destined to remain in the Church for ever and to integrate 
the world in the mystical body of Christ, fot the glory of the 

12. Cf. G. E. Mendenhall, art. on Mission, in Interpreter's Diet .. , ... 
vol. iii., p. 404. 
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creatolj and the Father of the whole universe' .1(3 "The Son, 
therefore, came on a mission from the Father";14 " ... The Holy 
Spirit was sent on the day of pentecost in order that He might 
for ever sanctify the Church and thus all believers would have 
access to the Father through Christ in the Spirit" .15 

Christ was always conscious of the mission he received from 
the Father. He knows His father because he is with Him and 
because he has been sent by Him Un. 7. 29). He points out 
that it is not of himself that he has gone forth and that he has 
come, but that his coming is based upon the mission received 
from the Father Un. 8. 42). It is in this conviction of His 
mission that Christ revealed his mysterious and unique relation
ship with God, the Father.16 The Sending of the Son by the 
Father is found constantly narrated in the fourth Gospel. The 
Father who has sent Christ has borne witness to him. Christ 
declares that no one has ever heard His Father, nor has ever 
seen him Un. 5. 37). But we :find that there exists such a unity 
of life between them Un. 6. 57) that the attitude one takes with 
regard to Jesus is the same, one'should have with regard to God 
himself Un. 15. 23-24; 12. 24). When the mission entrusted 
to him would be accomplished, Christ desires to return to the 
Father Un. 7. 33). Through the mission, an essential aspect 
of the intimate mystery of.God is revealed to men: the One True 
God Un. 17.3, Dt. 6.4) by sending His Son, revealed Himself 
as a Father. 

In the sending of the Holy Spirit; it can be said that both 
the Father and the Son co-operate. Jesus says, "But the Consoler, 
the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he will 
teach you all things (In. 14. 26)"; But when the consoler comes, 
whom I shall send to you from the Father, even the spirit of 
truth, who proceeds from the Father, he will bear witness to me 
Un. 15. 25) . The Father anel the Son therefore act conjointly 

, in sending the Spirit. Thus in this background of the Divine 
Mission, is unfolded the mystery of the Godhead; next to Son, 

13 Costituzione Dogmatica della Chiesa, publ, by Eile di Ci, p. 509, 
also cf; Aloys Grillmeier, Commentary on the Documents of Vat. 
II, ed. by Herbert Vorgrimler, vol. L, p. 141. 

14. Lumen Gentium, no. 3. 
15. Ibidem, no. 4. 
16. Cf. Lucien Cerfaux, The Christian in the .. .... ,p. 15. 
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Word and Wisdom of God, the Spirit is in turn manifested as a 
divine. person entering into the history of mankind. . 

In the triadic concept of . God in Hindu religion, as it is 
presented in its scriptures, the idea of a divine mission is not 
developed. Still the avatars of Vishnu are to be considered here. 
A certain condescension is visible in the avatars of Vishnu. Still 
he does not say in anyone of his so called incarnations that he 
is sent by Brahman, the Absolute, or by any other superior God. 
For, He Himself is the Absolute (BG. vii. 6, 7; x. 8) Even the 
theory of Vaishnavite avatar has been the result of a long and 
complicated process of rationalisation as we have already seen. 
Vishnu proclaims that it is on his on accord that he incarnates or 
rather creates himself on earth for the protection of the good, 
destruction of the wicked and the establishment of righteousness 
(BG. iv. 7-8). He is not an emissary of the supreme God. Here' 
he himself takes the position of the supreme, and what comes 
down is not the full Vishnu but only a portion of him (d. chap. 
III, p. 71). 

Krishna reveals to Arjuna that his avatars or the manifesta
tions in the world are innumerable (BG. x.· 40 ). As regards 
Siva, and Brahma, the other two members of Trimurti, the point 
of mission is altogether lacking as they never come into personal 
contact with the humanity. Among them Brahma does not hold 
any significant place. Siva is represented in his diverse and con
tradicting phases; but he is neither one who sends nor one who 
is sent. Sir. R.G. Bhandarkar says, 'In India the God that is 
loved is Vishnu-Narayana-Vasudeva-Krishna, while the God that 
is feared is Rudra-Siva'.17 

In Relation to Salvation 

It may be truly said, in some sense, that salvation is the 
ultimate concern of all religions. God saves his people. The 
nature of God could be known, only by ineans of His· revelation 
of it in action. The view that God is love is not a concl~sion 
reached philosophically after a long process of reflection upon the 
being-and attributes of God; it is the consequence of his self
revelation through his saving action in history (Dt. 7. 8-9). 

Here, first of all, let us see, how the Gods of the Hindu 

17. Cf. Ramakrishna Gopal Bhandarkar, opus cit .• p. 151. 
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Triad "are concerned, ,with the problem· of salvation;' Radha", 
krishnan says :that, 'it (Hinduism) does" not believe in any 
statutory methods of salvation. Its scheme. of salvation· is not 
limited to those who hold a particular view of God's nature and 
worship. Such an exclusive absolution .is inconsistent with an 
all-loving universal god',18 

The concept of salvation is mainly· expressed by Vishnu in 
his avatar as Krishna. Krishna reveals to Arjuna the ways of 
salvation (ref. chap. III, p. 73). 'The word salvation is synony
mous with liberation, release, mukti, moksha, kaivalya, nirvana 
etc. 'The concept has a negative as well as:' a positive' side. " In 
its negative aspeetit signifies' complete freedom from sorrow 
which is the -necessary accompaniment of the transmigratorY 
process; in its positive aspect it stands for the plenary happiness 
orbliss'.19 .vishnu-Krishna ,speaks of both these stages of life. 
TPe first one' -is !lot a permanent one; having enjoyed ,the plea
sures of the ,w()rld of heaven one has to return to the world 
(BG. ix. 20-21): But even to arrive at this first place one must 
be purified from sin.20 God will not forsake anybody. He loves 
~very one imparti,ally. 'None is hateful nor dear to Me. But 
those who worship Me with, devotion they are in Me and I also 
in them' (BG.ix. 29). God is like a loving Father who receives 
his prodigal son, coming back with repentance., _ God promises 
that he will be reckoned asrighteoU:s (BG. ix. 30). 

He declares that the one who is devoted to him and worship 
him will achieve his goal (BG. ix. 34). ' 

Three possibilities are proposed regarding life after death. 
The well kt;lown author Max Weber writes: (1) Rebirth to a 
new temporary life'on earth, iri circumstances at least· as fortunate 
as the present ones; or, what, lli contrast to theChrisiian; is for 
the Hindu in the same category, rebirth in a paradise; (a j in the 
world of God (Salokya), or (b) near to God (samipya), or (c) 
as an apotheosized God ( sarupya ) . Rebirth in the paradise 
occurs with the same provisions as earthlyrel;>irth, 'it·is for a 
limited time followed by another rebirth (2) A second possible 

18. S; Radhakrishnan, Hindu View of Life, p. 37. 
J9., Cf. T. M. 1,>; :Mahadevan. in, the, forward to The Concept of Mukti 

',. in tJze Advaitd, Vedanta,' byA. G. Krisbna Warrier, Madtas,"1961, 
p. v..' ' , 

20. Cf. S. Nikhilananda, Hinduism,p. 23. 

www.malankaralibrary.com



126 

holy. object is unlimited admission to the blissful presence of a 
. supramundaneGod (Vishnu), hence{ immortality of the in
dividual soul in one of the three forms listed' above. (3) The 
third holy object is the cessation of individual existence and (a) 
mergence of the soul in the all one (sayujya), or (b) submer
gence in nirvana.21 

Emancipatlon or Mukti means, according to' thevedantic 
(advaita), the state' of infiniteness, that a man attains when he 
realises his own self and thus becomes Brahman. According to 
Swami Vivekananda, Christ also is one who realised Himself as 
God in'his spirit; who then showed others the path to the same 
spiritual realisation as a messenger .22 All ,sufferings and limita
tions are true only so long as we do not know what our 'self' is. 

, The state of Mukti is the state of pl.lre and infinite know
ledge (anantajnana) and infinite perception (anantadarsana). The 
Indian systems of thought both orthodox and 'Heterodox, in 
their proper way of procedure endeavour to elucidate the practical 
way of achieving this perfection, or liberation.23 A. Schweitzer 

2L Max Weber, The Religion of India. New York. 1968, p. 22; also 
E. W. Hopkins The Religions of India, London, 18~6, p. 496. 

22. S. Vivekananda says, "He (Christ) had no other occupation in life; 
no other thought except that ,one, that he was a, Spirit. He was 
a disembodied, unfettered, unboulld spirit. And not only so, but 
he, withhls marvellous Vision, had found that 'everyman and 
woman, whether Jew or Gentile, whether rich or poor, whether 
saint or sinner, was the embodiment of the . same undyillg Spirit 
as himself. Therefore, the one work his whole life showed was 
callhig upon them to realise their own spiritual nature ... You are 
all sons of. God, Immortal spirit. 'Know' he declared, 'the king
dom: of Heaven is within You. I ,.and my Father are one". Tohe' 
complete works. vol., iv. pp. 145, 146. . 

23. Indian philosophy can be rightly grouped under six philosopbical 
schools. Tliey are (1) Nyaya: a system of atomic phiralism and 
logical reiuism. It tries to prove the existence of Iswara on' the 
basis of inference (2) Vaisheshlka: admits the authority of the 
Veda ,and the law of Karma. Even God is guided by. the law of 
Karma, which represents an unseen power. (3) Samhy'a: It h 
orthodox as it admits the authority of the Veda. Under the in
fluence of materialism, Jainism and early Buddhism, it became 
atheistic. For. this system Prakriti and', Purushas are sufficient to 
explain the universe and so no God is required. (4) Yoga: Though 

. founded on 'the metaphysics of Samkhya, admits' the existence of 
God. But tne God of Yoga is not the creator, preserver' or des
troyer of the world. He is only, a special' purusha. (5) Mimamsa: 
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writes, "From the start I was convinced that all thought is really 
concerned with the great problem of how man can attain spiritual 
union with in£nite Being. My attention was drawn to Indian 
thought because it is busied with this problem and because by 
its nature it is mysticism".23a 

What is of importance to us is to see how much the Trimurti 
contributed for the attainment of salvation or final bliss. The 
complete realisation or salvation pertains to the realm of the 
absolute and impersonal Brahman. The members of the Divine 
Triad do not act either single or all together for the attainment 
of such a goal, except, when, each one of them comes to be ex
tolled as the Supreme Lord, as in the case of Vishnu (in Krishna) , 
or Siva (Mahadeva) . 

. Even a survey through the different philosophical systems 
of Indian thought does not give any rational basis for the forma
tionof the Union of gods. Hopkins suggests that the trinitarian 
concept of Hindu theology is very distinct from that we £nd in 
the teaching of the Christian church. "In India Trinitarianism 
is merely a 'condition of things in adjusting the claims of two 
heterodox sects and orthodoxy, each believer being willing to 
admit that the god of the other is his own god, only with the 

'understanding that the last is a superior manifestation. In the 
late Saivism, both Vishnu and Brahma are indeed called the "sons 
of God" (Siva) but in the sense, that they are distinctly sub
ordinate creatures of Siva.24 

Saccidananda 

We have already seen the notion of Brahman, the Absolute, 
who is known by the term Saccidananda. The name consists of 
three words Sat (existence, Reality, Being), Chit (Consciousness 
or knowledge) and Anandam (Bliss). "He knew that Brahman 
is bliss. For truly, beings here are born of bliss, when born, they 

Jaimini, the author of the Purva-Mimamsa is silent about the exis
tence of God. As men and animals come in everybody from their 
parents independent of the action of God, there is no ground 
to suppose that there is a creator behind all. and (6) The Vedanta. 
(24A) Albert Schweitzer, Indian Thought and its Development, Lon
don, 1956, P. vi. 

24. E. W. Hopkins, opus cit., p. 499, (foot note, no. 2). 
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live in bliss and into bliss, when departing they enter."25 "He 
who knows Brahman as the teal, as knowledge and as the in£nite, 
placed in the secret place of the heart and in the highest heaven 
realises all desires with Brahman, placed in the secret place of 
the heart and in the highest heaven the intelligent.26 "All the 
gods worship as the eldest the Brahman, which is understanding 
(knowledge) .27 Nevertheless it is only in the minor upanishads 
that the compound term Saccidananda occur as an epithet of 
Brahman.28 

But this concept is not in any waydirectIy related to the 
popular belief in Trimfuti. Trimfuti, as we know is the ap
pearence or manifestation of the supreme God in personal forms, 
and it is completely distinct from the attributeless Brahman,29 
Now the question arise~, to ~hom the term Saccidananda is ap
plied: to the attributeless (nirguna) Brahman, or to his manifested 
(Saguna) Brahman? According to some it can be applied to 
saguna Brahman only as the supreme Brahman can have only 
negative attributes. The Supreme Brahman is neither being, nor 
non-being, neither consciousness, nor matter, neither happiness 

25. Tai. Up. iii. 6. 1. 
26. Tai. Up. ii. 1. 1. 
27. Tai. Up. ii. 5. 1. 
28. Cf. Nrisimhauttaratapini Up. vi. 7, in A Compilation of Well known 

120 upanishads, pub!, by the Nirnayasagar press, Bombay, v. ed., 
"I am purely Sat, Ananda, and Chit, he who is not conditioned 
and pure. I am the Saccidananda, that is to say the eternally en
lightened and pure (Tejo, Up. iii). 

29. In the Vishnu Purina, the teacher parasa identifies the supreme 
absolute .Brahmanwith Vishnu. He says that Vasudeva transcends 
the world eternally, but at the same time is immanent in it in the 
same way. Eventhough he is the only real being, still he mani
fests himself as Purusa (the cosmic self as well as the individual 
selves), Pradhana or Prakriti (the primordial energy that causes 
all subtle and gross existence), Vyakta (the world of differentiated 
existences) and Kala (time). "The essential character. of Vishnu 
(Visnoh Paramam Padam) is eternally' above and unaffected. by his 
diversified manifestations in the forms of Purusa, pradhana, Vyakta 
and Kala; but all the same such differentiated self-manifestations 
of Vishnu are not unreal and they are the sources of productions, 
harmonious operations, systematic changes, developments, destruc
tions,etc., of all finite, conditioned derivative realities constituting 
the world order". (Cf. A. K. Banerjee, in History of Philosophy 
Eastern and Western, ed. by S. Radhakrishnan, 2 ed .• vol. 1. 1957, 
p. 121-.122. 
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nor unhappiness ... Nothing exists besides. So this term.is suitable 
only to Saguna Brahman. But in some others' view, sat,chit,. 
ananda can· very well refer to the attributeless Brahman. These 
words are said to be used in a negative sense. Sat indicates that 
Brahman is not non being; Chit, that Brahman is not nescient; 
and Anandam, that Brahman is not a mere absence of pain. Thus 
the absolute nature of Brahman is affirmed. 

Brahman as Sat. 

Upanishads frequently use the term· Sat yam, which means 
truth Reality, Being, Existence etc., to describe thena.ture of 
Brahman.30 Brahman does not exist as an empirical object. He 
is the absolute existence, without which material objects would 
not be perceived or existing. The empirical reality of a mir~ge is 
deriv~d from the reality of the desert. The universe is transitory, 
perishable and changing. Brahman alone is immutable and eternal. 
'Therefore the term Sat, or Existence as applied to Brahman, is 
to be understood as the negatio!l of both empirical reality and its 
correlative, unreality)1 

Brahman as Chit 

. The Chit or consciousness of Brahman, unlike the conscious· 
ness of the mind, is not related to an object. Brahman is Chit, 
since it is identical with Atman or Self. In the Upanishads, the 
very conception of Atman implies that it is the knowing subject 
within us.32 So the Brahman that is in us is, Consciousness; 
knowledge and Light. Brahman needs no other light to illumine 
itself. It is self-Iuminous.33 

Brahman as Anandam 

Anandam or absolute bliss is understood as the negation of 
happiness· that is normally experienced from the contact of a 
sense organ with its object. Brahman is bliss, properly, on 
account of the absence of duality such as fear, jealousy, grief etc., 

30. Tai. Up. ii. 1. 1. 
31. S. Nikhilananda, Hinduism, p. 33. This teaching is iIi. line with 

the doctrine of Advaita Vedanta. 
32. Cf. The discourse of the sage Yajnavalkya to Maitareyi, in Br. Up. 

ii. iv. 5. 
33. Mu. Up. ii. II. 10. 

9 
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- iri<it.:lt"is sobedmse i11 itthere is an utter abs~nce of sorrow 
and also because it is infinity.34 -The Bliss of Brahman pervades 
all sllhjects. There is no enduring joy in the finite. The Bliss-of 
Brahman can be likened to the bliss that accompanies deep sleep, 
whell there is no distinction of subject and object. It is the 
perfect bliss.35 

So sat, Chit, and Anandatn are not to be considered as attri
butes of Brahman. Instead they form it's very essence. Brahman 
is not the possessor of these three; but it is Existence itself, 
Consciousness itself and Bliss itself. -In the Absolute there is 
no distinction between essence and attributes. Sat, Chit -and 
Anandam denote the _ same entity: Absolute Being is Absolute 
consciousness and Absolute -Bliss. 

In fact the psychological theory of AUgtlstine followed by 
sl=holastics also is based ontheprindple that the Divine nature 
is identical with existence, knowledge and Will.36 Analysing the 
hutr;ian knowledge and will it is revealed that to know oneself 
is -similar to C express oneself' and to love means to C enter into 
oneself'. With regard to the creation effected by God, St. Thomas 
writes: "Creation is proper to the being of Goc;l, which is his 
essence and that is common to all the three persons. Therefore 
creation is not a work of anyone of the persons, but common 
t6 the whole Trinity ... God is the cause of things by means of 
his intelleet and wHI as a worker to his work. A worker acts by 
the word conceived in the intellect a11dmovedby the love of his 
will to :do something. God the Father made the creatures by 
means of his Word, that is' his Son; and through his love, that 

34. Mai. Up. vIl. 7, Tai. Up. ii. 5. 1. 
35. In the Bhagavata P. we see that the body of Krishna, of the 

Gopis and of all the inhabitants in heaven is made of Ananda or 
-joy\ It means that- the forms which God and the elect assume 
are only meant to express the divine- joy. Cf. p. Johannes, S.L 
Hinduism, London, 1952, p. 24. 

36.' -Augustine proceeds to manifest the Trinity of the persons, from 
the procession of the 'Word' and 'Love' in our life. Consider the 
action of the intellect and the action of the" Wile Procession of 
the. Word is accomplished according to the intelligible act. But 
another procession is found in us, i.e., the procession of love ac
cording_ to the operation of the . Will, according - to which the be
loved is in the lover as through the perception of the word, thing 
said or understood, is in the subject (S. Th. -I q.27 a. 3). 
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is the Holy Spirit. The reason why ,creatures are produced.· has 
its foundation in these processions, in as much as theymc1ude 
the essential attributes which are knowledge and WIll". And 
still later we read, " ... To the Father is attributed powel"l 
(potentia) which is manifested in creation; and so Father is 
creator. Wisdom (sapientia) which is attributed to' Son by 
which the agent works through the intellect; an so it is said cif 
the son by whom everything is formed. To the Holy Spirit is 
attributed goodness, to which pertains the governing, bringing the 
things into their proper end".37 

Sat is described to be. the existence itself. The appropriation 
of the entity (sat) to "the Father is less frequent. But St. 
Augustine resorts to it more than once, "The Father is not simp
ly the source of everything that is created-it is usually said so--but 
he is the entity or the very existence, as the Son is the truth or 
the very knowledge, and the Holy Spirit is the goodness and the 
Felicity.38 In De Civitate Augustine writes, "The holy angels 
gain a knowledge of God not by the spoken word, but by the 
presence in their souls of that immutable Truth which is the 
only begotten Word of God. They know this Word and the 
Father and their Holy Spirit, understanding that each of the 
persons is substantial although there are not three gods but only 
one' (xi. 29))9 

In the development of the Christian thought based on the 
revelation in N.T., we find the names of God, the Son and Spirit, 

37. S. Th. 1. q. 45. 6. et ad 2m. 
38. Cf. J. Bayart S.J., art. in Nouv..elle Revue Theologique. 1933, p. 244. 
39. Here God is truth, God is word and their Spirit is th~ Holy Spirit. 

Only one substance is present and only one God, but this God 
is in three persons. 
The identification of the 'Word' with Christ is effected in the 
fourth Gospel only in the prologue. 'Logos' bears another signi
fication too. It denotes the eternal truth (aletheia), revealed by 
God, this truth as expressed in words, whether they be the words of 
.Scripture or, more especially, the words of Christ. So the divine 
'Logos' is not simply the uttered words. It is a rational content of 
thought corresponding to the ultimate reality of the universe. But 
in the identification of 'Logos' with' Christ, He not only gives the 
word which is truth, but He is it; just as He not only gives life, 
but He is life. All that Christ is, is in His words, and He is the 
truth and the life (Cf. C. H. Dodd, The . .Interpretation of Me Fourth" 
Gospel, Cambridge, 1968, pp. 267, 268. 
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e~ressedby their equality with the Father in power, glory and 
eternity. .With the approval of the teaching church, the . later 
theology defined this to be 'consubstantial' as the unity of the 
substance and of nature as possessing all the divine attributes, in 
the formula 'One God in three persons'.40 

When we understand the revelation made by Jesus of His 
Father On. 5. 17, 19;9. 4), it will be -clear that the relation 
between the Son and the Father is not static, but a dynamic one. 
It consists in an activity originating with the Father and mani
fested in the Son. It is indeed, the sharing of one life, which is 
of course life eternal or absolute On. 5 26). This sharing of life 
and activity is founded in the love of God. "The Father loves 
the Son, and shows Him what He Himself does" On. 5. 20). 
'The idea, therefore, that the Son is in the Father and the Father 
in the Son is at least closely·· related to the idea that the love of 
the Father for the. Son teturned by Him, establishes a community 
ofli£e between Father and Son, which exhibits itself in that the 
Son speaks the Father's word and does His works.'41 

When· we think in fact, that the Divine Being is Sat (pure 
entity) it follows that it is Chit (intelligence or pure ideality) 
and what follows identically is Ananda (pure felicity). This is 
expressive of the divine processions. But the Hindu religious 
concept does not speak of any such procession in Sacchidananda. 
In fact Sacchidananda affirms only· one thing: God is the identity 
of the Absolute Being, of the Absolute ideality and Absolute 
felicity. It does not give any idea of a God who is really one 

40. Francois Bourassa S. J., art. cit., p. 262.; When we speak of· 'person' 
in Trinity, jt is not to be understood in its ordinary meaning. Here 
one may 1:ie ever conscious of the experiences in the history of 
salvation. We have the experience of the Spirit precisely as God 

. who is one, of the Son properly as God and of the Father also 
. properly as God. So in the· One God we have the experience of 
the three persons. Here there is . no question of any numercial 
quantities by the addition of which there can be difference in 

. superiority. Divinity, which is common to all three is that which 
unites them. The dogma of· the three persons does not indicate 
neither a numerical multiplication of· the essence nor· an equality 
of the personality of the three persons (Cf. K. Rahner, in Mysterium 
Salutis, opus cit.; vol. iii., pp.487, 488). . -

41.. C.:a. Dodd,.The .Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel Cambridge, 
1968, p. 195. . 
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and at the same time operating in three Divine' persons' for 'the 
salvation of men. ,',.. .' 

· . Attempts have been already made by the spiritual leader~ of 
modern India, to identify Sacchidananda. with 'the TriUne God. of 
Christianity. Among the Hindu reformers of' the nineteenth' ten
tury both Kesnub Chunder Sen (1838-84) and MahadevGovind 
Ranade (1842-1906) had found in the Sacchidananda, 'an analogy 
of these componeht parts of the sanskrit name of Gild to .the 
Christian Trinity: Sat corresponding to the absolute 'e~istence: of 
the Father, Chit to the logos, and Ananda to the Holy' Com:
forter.42 . It seems thadt was Brahmobandhav Upadhyaya43 who 
introduced for . the first time the name Sacchidananda. for' the' 
Christian idea of Trinity in the Church.44 

The Theory of Manifestation in Trimurti :and the Holy trinity 

We were passing through the pages of the Hindu scriptures 
down the centuries to ,see the progressive develOpment of the 
idea of Trimfuti. When we speak of Trimurti, itis not the name 
Sacchidananda that is generally meant. Dr. Radhakrishnan writes: 

42. G.,A. Mankar, Life. and. Works of the late. Mr. lusticeM. G. 
Ranade,Bombay 1902, vol.i. p. 195 (quoted by H. C. E. Zacharias, 
Renascent India; London, 1933, p. 45. . ... .. 

43. Brahmobandhav Upadhyaya (1861-1907) was a Bengali Hindu, con
verted into the Anglican Church. He later joined the catholic. Church; 
Upadhyaya ar$Ued for indigenous patterns of theology and ·monastic 
life. To this purpose he travelled to Rome, but met with. onlY!. dis
couragement. He was of opinion that the caste system must be 
accepted into Christianity in its entirety. 

44. Cf. M. M. Thomas, The Acknowledged Christ of the Indian 
Renascence, Madras, 1970, p. 105. C.F. Andrews quotes his "Hymn 
of adoration', in which he addresses the Trinity as 'Being (sat), Intel
ligence (chit), and Bliss (ananda). 
"I adore" 
Being, Intelligence, Bliss. 
The highest goal, 
'Despis~d by the' world, desire4by the holy saintS , 

• "-.: ••• ,." •• , ••••••• -•••• io ••• ·0 .................. ! ••••••. " ... '.' • ~.: .••••• 

"I. adore. . 
· The~spirit . proceeding from Being and -intelligence,The .. messed. 
· . Creator, intense Bliss,' ,tl~~ Sanctifie~, Swift in movement;· speaking 
. through the Word, The giver of life'" (C.F. Andrews; The ~enais-

· san~e i~' bidia. its MiSSionary Aspect, London, 1912, p. 289,· (quoted 
bY' M.M. Thomas, opus cit., PP. 105-106).,· 
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"We cannot think of God without using out imagination.· .. The 
highest category we can use is that of self conscious personality, 
(uttama purusha). If we analyse the concept of personality, we 
find that it includes cognition,' emotion, and will, and God is 
viewed. as the Supreme knower, the great lover and the perfect 
will, Brahma, Vishnu, Siva. These are not three independent 
centres of consciousness, as popular theology represents, but three 
sides of. one complex personality. The different pictures of God 
which prevailed in. the country were affiliated .to one or the other 
of this. trinity" .45 

Trimu.rti, we find, is only an arrangement. It is a . clear 
example of the all embracing and flexible nature of the Hindu 
religion. . 

The 'different modes adopted by the Absolute in its manifesta" 
tion have' a reasonable basis in the 'Vyavaharika' doctrine of the 
Advaita Vedanta.46 "Creation, Preservation, and destruction are 
the activ:ities of the conditioned Brahman, or the personal God, 
which can never· affect His transcendental nature; they are mere 
waves on the surface of the ocean which cannot touch the serenity 
of its immeasurable depths".47 . 

.• ' In our' concept of God we do not speak of any such arrange
rrl.ent, nor do we find any necessity of doing so to safe-guard the 
religion from opponents. The theology developed in the. Church 
down the centuries only tried to give adequate explanation of the 
truth. revealed by God froni the beginning of the history of the 
chosen race. 

45. S. Radhakrishnan, Hindu View of Life, p, 21. 
46. The· Vedantist .beliey~ in three conditions of Being-real, Practical 

and illusory. He affirms that the one Spirit, Brahman, alone has a 
real (paramarthika) existence; yet he allows a practical (vyavaharika), 
separate existence to human spirits, to the world, and to the personal 

." Goel or Gods; also an. illusory (Ptatibhasika) existence. Hence 
". every' object is to be dealt with practically as if it were really what 

it appears to be: a God is a' God, a man is a man· and a beast a 
beast. . . " .. . 

47. S. Nikhilananda, Hinduism p. 36. 
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Conclusion 

Considering deeply' the various aspects of the Hindu concept 
of God, or Supreme Being, and in our 'case Trimurti in pard· 
cularwecame across points of convergence' and divergence with 
the theology of Holy Trinity. What is most striking is that in 
varied and particular cases, though the explanations appear, to 
be almost the same, in a deep research it becomes clear that they 
are not always so. The fundamental difference in the two con
cepts gather around some specific points in the two religions: 

, -The concept of the Supreme Being in· Christian theology 
. and faith. 

-The role of Iswara. 
. "; ", ,",:' 

"The basic difference", in the words of P. Fallon, "Is in 
thestartingpoint. In Hinduism we, human beings,startthink
ingofGod, either as the impersonal Absolute,or to hide his 
majesty in thousand myths; in the Christian revelation God starts, 
the Father reveals himself in Jesus Christ as the God ,of great 
majesty, and of greatest 10ve".48 But we have to consider the 
problem of God, the unity and Trinity in God, in the history of 
salvation. In the Theology the whole economy of salvation has 
a trinitarian structure. It is a joint operation of· all the; three 
persons, the Father, Son and the Holy Spirit. God and the Father 
are synonyms, When we speak of God, we understand the one 
God, in three persons, who created and redeemed us. They are 
so mystically united that no operation is effected by one outside 
of the other two. Yet we must admit that the Trinity is a 
mystery of salvation, otherwise it would never have been revealed. 
The Fathet reveals Himself through the Son and through Him 
reaches man in the Holy Spirit. . ... . 

Whatever be the philosophical explanations, the Supreme 
Brahman of the vedantists; remi1insbeyond the realm of mysterY; 
if we can say so. This is so subtle and abstract that even its 
existence could be doubted. About this paradoxical· Being it is 
said, 'Brahman is Brahman, but does not even know that it is, 
Brahman. That is why in a· certain sense Brahman is Not.49 

This being, as such can have no relation with anything, not only 
._-_._-------

. . . . : .:"' 
48. F. Fallon S.l., in Religious Hinduism, by Jesuit Scholars, p. 8l. 
49. RaymondPanikkar, The Unknown Christ ..... . p. 123. 

www.malankaralibrary.com



136 

because it is an absolute Spirit, but also nothing can be conceived 
outside of him. Brahman is Ekam Eva Advaitam (one without 
a second) . This idea of a Supreme cannot be compared with any 
Christian concept of God. Swami Vivekananda, the great vedan
tist of modern times says, "What is the God of Vedanta? He 
is principle, not person. You and I are personal Gods. The 
absolute God of the universe, the creator, preserver and destroyer 
of the universe, is impersonal principle. You and I, the cat, rat, 
devil, and ghost, all these are its persons-all are personal Gods. 
You want to worship personal Gods. It is the worship of your 
own self.50 It is evident that this Absolute God and our God 
the Father have nothing in common. 

The Role of Iswara 

The conditioned Brahman is also known as Iswara (Cf. chap. 
II, p. 50). The name Iswara is definitely a later introduction. 
In· the more ancient texts as in Rig Veda the name Iswara is not 
found. The function of Iswara was assigned to the different· 
gods of the Hindu pantheon. But those gods were not considered 
to be the manifestations of Iswara. The· concept of Iswara 
developed by· the Vedantic thought is the centre of our atten
tion.51 

First of all, we know that the idea of a personal· God under 
the name Iswara is not a revealed truth. Then whence come the 
concept of Iswara in Hindu Theology? Iswara is a product of 
the speculative process as the personal aspect of the Impersonal 
Brahman .. "He is properly speaking the revelation of Brahman, 
the first outcoming as it were of the unfathomable womb of 
Brahman. . He is properly God" .52 The world process of crea-

SO. Vivekananda, Is Vedanta, The Future Religion?, p. 21. 
51. It is in the Bhakti schlQols that Iswara acquires his predo

minance .. The personal God seems to be absorbing the whole God
head, for Brahman is mentioned much less. Still Iswara's name is 
not the most popular one. As Brahman is considered to be a kind 
of ultimate in! the metaphYSical· level, Iswara is also a certain 
supreme in the phenomenal level. But the Bhaktas are conscious 
that when they worship Gods like, ·Rama, Krishna, Vishnu and 
Siva, it is Iswara whom they are worshipping. Cf. Raimondo Panik
kar, Maya' e Apo'calisse, Roma (year not given), pp. 339-342. 

52. RaymondPanikkar, The Unknown Christ ..... . p. 122. 
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rion, conservation, destruction etc., are to be referred to this 
personal God, while· of the Supreme Being such acts cannot be 
conceived, as there cannot be anything existing outside of him. 
So Iswara attains the position of the Supreme God in the reli
gious or devotional sphere. 

This Iswara does operate not through anyone distinct and 
separate from him, nor through anyone of his representations. 
But He himself does everything. He acts by means of the differ
ent aspects he assumes. These aspects have been personified 
adapting themselves to the various functions. Thus the three 
important gods Vishnu and Siva, together with Brahma, who are 
only three different aspects or· manifestations of the Saguria 
Brahman or Iswara have been conceived and they are grouped 
together forming trimurti. Here one must bear in mind that 
'among the great personalised deities of later Hinduism neither 
Vishnu nor Siva were new creations'.53 These Gods are considered 
to be personal gods, even though in the back ground of strict 
vedantic doctrine, it cannot be admitted. Really what is achieved 
here is not only the unification of the important Hindu sects as 
is generally stated, but also the reconciliation of the doctrine 
of the personal God with the metaphyskal principHe of 
the impersonal God: For God considered in himself or 'ad 
intra', is impersonal; 'ad extra', indeed, in three persons in the 
said threefold relations to the world, and that is Trimurti.54 

Does this Iswara in his operation act as God the Father, 
who is creator and so on? We do not think of the Father exclud
ing the Son and the Spirit, for the Father does not operate by 
Himself, but He acts in the Son by the power of the Holy 
Spirit. Their intimate union is evident from the very words of 
Jesus. He tells the disciples that when they will be delivered 
before the judges for His name in the time of persecution, "do 
not be anxious how you are to speak or what you are to say; for 
.what you are to say will be given to you in that hour; for it is 
not you who speak~ but the Spirit of your Father speaking through 
you (Mt. 19-20). . 

The theory of manifestation finds its equivalent in the teach
ings of Modalists and Sabellianists. Father, Son and Spirit are 

53. Max Weber, The Religion of India, p. 188. 
54. C.B. Papali, Hinduismus, vol. ii. p. 1'84. 
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names of the one and only God. But in the exaggerated view of 
the one God in different sects of Hinduism as when gods like 
Vishnu and Siva operate completely independent of the other gods, 
we meet with the theory of Tritheism. 

Hinduism arrives at this conclusion through their philosophy. 
It is often considered that even Spirit is a composition of matter 
and form. Pure intelligibility, which acts as the soul of· the Spirit 
is its essence. Spiritual substance is like body which acts as the 
foundation of individuation and personality. According to some 
schools even God requires a certain spiritual body for his opera
tion. So God, when He decides .to act ad extra assumes this 

. spiritual body. In fact He assumes one for creation, a second for 
conservation and a third for consummation or. destruction of the 
world.55 

We see here two religions following two different paths, in 
their development of the idea of God and their personal salva
tion. "In Hinduism men contemplate the divine mystery and 
express it through an unspent fruitfulness of myths and through 
searching philosophical enquiry" .56 But even with all the ·dif
ferences, both share in many common points, that will help us 
to begin a mutual dialogue. The words of Lumen Gentium sound 
always in our ears that the divine providence will not deny, 'the 
help necessary for salvation to those who without blame on their 
part,have not yet arrived at an explicit knowledge of God, but 
who strive to live a good life thanks to His grace'.57 

55. Cf. c.B. Papali, Hinduismus, vol. ii. p. 184. 
56. Cone. Vat. II, Nostra Aetate, 2. 
57. Cf. Lumen Gentium, no. 16. 
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B) An Attempt to. formulate an Indian 
Christian Theology 

Our attitude towards the other religions is undergqing a 
very . serious change ever since the first impulse we eXperienced 
from. the Second Vatican Council.:· In the Declaration on the 
Relation~h1p of the Church to Non-Christian religions, the Council 
acknowledged for the first time in history, the search for the 
Absolute by other men and by whole races· and peoples, and 
honoured the truth and holiness in other religions as the work 
of the one living God. Here the Church was acknowledging the 
universal presence of grace and its activity in the many religions 
of mailldnd.l· The distinction suggested by pope John between the 
substance of the ancient doctrine contained in the "deposit of 
faith" and its formulation was a great source of inspiration to all 
for further·thinking.2 Pope Paul VI· expressed this change ;of 
attitude of the Church in his inaugural address of the second 
sessi6n of the Ecrimenical council. He declared, 'The Church 
looks beyond her own sphere to the other religions which have 
preserved the sense of the Divine and the idea of the one Supreme 
and transcendent Creator and Preserver. These religions venerate 
God by sincere acts of piety,· a . piety, which like other convic
tions, form the foundations of their moral and social life. The 
Catholic Church sees-not without regret in these religions gaps 
and errors. But it cannot but turn also to them in order to tell 
them that the Catholic religion gives due respect to whatever 
truth, goodness and humanity she finds in them ... '.3· 

It is in the background of such an encouraging change in 
the official teachings of the Church, that we evaluate our study 

1. Cf. John M. Oesterreicher, in the 'Commental'Y on the Documents 
of Vatican II, vol. iii. p. 1. 

2. The substance of the. ancient· doctrine, contained in the "deposit 
of faith", is one thing, its formulation quite another' (quoted by 
B.L. Mascall, The secularization of Christianity, London, 1965, p. 1. 

3. 8.S .. Paolo VI, Eneicliche e Discorsi, (Ed. Paoline), vol. 1. Rome, 
1964, pp.217, 218. 
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of the Hindu concept of God regarding the Trimurti with a 
view to start for the building up of an Indian Christian theology. 

Why Christianity did not succeed in India? 

It has been often sounded that if the Fathers of the Church, 
and later the Scholastics and St. Thomas could baptize the Greek 
philosophy in order to interpret the Catholic dogma, why can't 
the Church do such an adaptation with regard to the Indian 
philosophy too? It is a general cry that, it is because of the wes
tern methods of presenting the Christian doctrine to the Indian 
people that India remains outside the embrace of Christianity even 
today. But after a thorough understanding of the Indian people 
in their socio-religious and politico-cultural fields, one may say 
that this complaint is only partially true. The fundamental 
reason for the failure can be said to be 'ignorance' or 'misunder- < 

standing'. The ignorance we speak of is not regarding the contents 
of our message. Instead, it is the ignorance of the man to whom 
the Christian message is explained. We have to admit that it 
has been very rare for anyone in the past, to know what the 
Indian thought or believed, neither was there any attempt to 
understand his religion with its manifold customs and rites. When 
the messengers of the Gospel concentrated all their attention on 
the message and ignored the spiritual field where the receiver was 
living, it was like the sowing of the seeds in some unprepared 
ground. Hence our present endeavour to understand Hinduism 
itself thoroughly and from within. 

Lack of unity among the Christian Churches also was one of 
the chief handicaps in our confrontation with the ancient Indian 
thought and religion. It seems that many of our earnest apostles 
are not conscious of this fact even today. Till now, the individ
ual christian churches-the catholic, different protestant and 
orthodox churches-faced Hinduism each in its own way. To a 
Hindu completely ignorant of Christianity, Christ was not pre
sented,as the one and only God who incarnated Himself for the 
salvation of Humanity, in the proper way. As a matter of fact, 
sometimes Christianity has' become the cause of strifes and' sep~
ration, instead of acting as a leaven of unity and peace. Those 
who were attracted by the sublime doctrines of Christ,. could not 
either appreciate or understand the real difference between these 
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different Christian Churches. To their eyes Christ is one, and 
so all those who foll;w Him form only one group. Thereal 
difficulty arose when each single Christian Church tried to ex
plain the different dogmas and beliefs. 

India's Quest for God 

For every Indian the problem of God and religion has been 
of primary importance. This attitude is not different for the 
majority of Indians ev~n today. To a group of the members of 
other Religions assembled in Bombay, in 1964, Pope Paul said, 
'Yours is a land of ancient culture, the cradle of great religions. 
Your country has been seeking God with untiring yearning, in 
profound meditation and silence, in the hymns of fervent prayers. 
Rarely such an ardent desire. of God has been expressed with 
insistence full of the spirit of the Advent, as in the words written 
in your sacred books, many centuries before Christ, "From unreal 
lead me to the rea1; from darkness lead me to light; from· death 
lead me to immortality (Br. UP. i. 3. 28).4 

The past Attempts 

Hitherto the main attempt was centred on adaptation of 
Indian culture into Christianity. Unfortunately all those attempts 
made, were conducted within. the scholastic frame-work not easily 
intelligible to the Indian system of thought. The major attempt 
in this line in the near past was done by Fr. Johannes, S. J. of 
the Calcutta school. He did not stop at pointing out questions 
common to both East and West. But he went further seeking 
a synthesis of elements of Eastetn thought that are of perennial 
value. He tried to find out 'Christ through Vedanta'. But the 
result was the formation of a system that was neither Indian nor 

4. S.S. Paul VI, EnciclicJze e Discorsi, opus cit., vol, I, p. 433; Lal 
Behari Day (1824-1894), who was a Bengali Christian (Anglican) 
once wrote, "A Hindu is the most religious being in existence. He 
puts his bed religiously', anoints his body religiously, washes his 
body religiously, dresses religiously,· sits religiously, stands religious
ly, learns; religiously, remains ignorant religjously, and becomes 
irreligious religiously" (Lal Behari Day, An Antidote to Brahma
nism in Four Lectures, Calcutta, 1867, p. 88). 
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Western, and that nright be the reason why Fr. Johann's. work 
was not carried on further.S . . . 

A very general knowledge of the people, combined with 
certain philosophical terms' from the Vedanta or some other philo
sophical schools is quite inadequate when we tty to present the 
christian doctrine adapted to the Indian mentality.6 Dr. J. R. 
Chandran,7 who has made a systematic study of Swami Viveka
nanda's views .of Christ and Christianity· and the formulation of 
principles of Christian apologists in relation to them, in the light 
of the writings of Origen 'Against Celsus', warns that great care 
should be taken in biblical exegesis in India not to be misguided 
by false similarities, but must try to probe deeper into' the thought 
of the writers and seek' the original message.s Further, we :find 
that in the Greco-Roman world philosophy and religion went 
their separate ways' indifferent of each other. When the Christian 
thinkers built their theology on sound rational foundations follow
ingthe Greek philosophers, the popular religion was completely 
disregarded. The Sky God Zeus, the Jupiter of the Romans, the 
imperial cult etc.,9 could not :find any way of entrance into 
Christian worship. But in the formation of an Indian Christian 

5. Ci: J. Neuner, S.J., Towards an Indian Theolog)', in Clergy Month
ly Supplement to vol. XLVII. no. 11, vol, .6, Dec. 1963, p. 316. 

6. Here it is good to remember' that the development' of theology 
in the. patterns of Greek philosophy, also did not take place 

. without any difficulty. It really 'resulted' out of the interpretations 
and reinterpretations of certain formulas· and principles by·· Chris
tians themselves in the course of many centuries. . It was due to 
such multifarious and sometiines contradicting presentations of the 

. . . church doctrines by 'great men of Chris~ndom, who were all well 
. versed in the philosophy and, mentality of the people around 
them, that the so called Christological and Trinitarian heresies too 
were proposed. Such errors or misunderstandings helped the 
teaching Church in a negative way to look deep into the problems, 
and finally to present the dogmas in an acceptable way. 

7. Dr. J. Russel Chandran is principal. of the Unit~d Theological 
College, Bangalore .. He lias been aVice-Chairman of the World 
Council of Churches, and, chaired some of the sessions· of the 
Uppsala a~s~mbly in 1968. 

S. Cf. M.M.Thomas, The Acknowledged Christ of ~he Indian Renais-
sanceMadras; 1970,p. 137. ' . . .. 

9. Cf. W. Rees, The Pagan World in· New Testament Times; .art in 
'A New Catholic Commentary on Haiy S'cripture;by Regmald C. 
Fuller and others, London,- 1969,· PP. 784-793. . 
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theology we have to consider all these points. In Hinduism religion 
and philosophy are so united together that it is impossible to 
treat one independent of the other. In our study on Trimurti too, 
we met with the philosophical explanations of the manifestations 
of God.1o 

Eventhough each Christian denomination tried to establish 
its own proper outlook, it very often failed to see Hinduism from 
the same point of view. Hinduism should not have been dealt 
with as if it were a religion with a single founder, one doctrine, 
one faith and a definite form of worship. Instead, the different 
elements that fuse together to form Hinduism, such as the 
different philosophical schools (including even the materialistic 
school, Carvaka) , the Bhakti schools, the different sects etc., 
should have been understood and faced individually. What we have 
done was a very global and generic attempt which was quite in" 
sufficient. 

New Tentatives 

Though a hit late, it is still encouraging that the whole 
Church of India has now become conscious of the serious problem 
of her relations with other Religions; how she can manifest her
self to them as the 'Lumen Gentium'. The All India National 
Seminar held at Bangalore, in May 1969, gives some guide-lines 
to this effect.!1 The assembly felt the need of an Indian T;heo
logy, that would grow from the personal reflection of the people 
of God on the Word· of God. :The Indian Church does not think 
of the possibility of a single Indian Christian Theology; rather 
the aim should be to allow· various schools of Christian Theolo
gical thought to blossom in the diverse cultural patterns of the 

to. When we speak of Indian philosophy, it would be quite improper 
if we limit ourselves to the Advaita system of Vedanta as if it were 
the only philosophical school of India. It is true that it is the 
most popularty known system of Indian thought in the Western 
world. But in a more comprehensive and thorough study as that we 
are engaged into, the Vishishtadvaita of Ramanuja and the other 
philosophical schools and. systems cannot. be omitted. 

11. Here we prefer to concentrate ourselves on the suggestions for a 
new theology. For the various recommendations for a fruitful dia
logue with the non-Christians, see All India Seminar, Church. in 
India Today, Bangalore, 1969, publ. by C.B.C.I. Centre, New 
Delhi), pp. 342-343. 
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cOWltry',12 So a plUl"aIistic theology, adapted to the different 
parts of India, with its dissimilar social and cultural background, 
has been envisaged.13 

But before discussing the suggestions of the All India 
Seminar it is 'necessary that we should know two other important 
factors: (i) What the non-Christians think of Christ and Chris
tianity; for no one denies that eventhough Christianity has been 
presented in the Western form, the great Indian social and re
ligious reformers of modern times never turned a deaf ear to the 
message of Christ. It is said that Mahatma Gandhi had done more 
to bring Christ to India than all the missionaries had accomplish
ed in three centuries.14 (ii) What the non~Catholic brethren' are 

12. Ibid., p. 346. 
13., When we speak of pluriilism in Indian Theology, in the back

ground of the difference in the cultural and religious set up in 
India, we have to make certain considerations. Difference in belief. 
or worship of the gods of the Hindu Pantheon in the various parts ' 
of the country does not immediately and necessarily lead to a 
difference in a theological system. They actually point ou( to a 
variation in worship, in liturgy. It deals with; the worshipful reli
gion of the people. But when we try to formulate a theological 
system we are trying to gJive a rational explanation of the faith and 
,worship found in the religion. It is here that the different philo
sophical schools come to our help. Christian doctrine is essentially 
one. But the interpretation of it in the light of the differ
ent, philosophical thinking of India may not be always same. The 

, Church experiences this- diversity in the'Ological thinking ever since 
the early centuries as in the case of the schools of Alexandria,' 
Antioch etc. it is certain that India cannot follow simply the 
methods adopted by the Churches of the Bast and the West in the 
past centuries. "Theology, since it is ever pursuing the living God, 
is and must be open thought, engaged in the real and open to con:
tinual enrichment from all created reality, which faith holds to, be 
expressive of God. This entails a critical function, 'Of theology" 
(Edward George Bozzo, C.P.x., Theology and Religious Experiences, 
art. in Theological Studies, Sept. 1970, vol. 31, no. 3., p. 431). 
When we realise the special situation in India, we will find that in 
the' formulation of an Indian Theol'Ogy, philosophical thinking, 

,worshipful religion and mythology must work together. It seems 
'that the All India Seminar was speaking of this aspect when it 

declared, "In the pluralistic cultural setting 'Of India, it w'Ould be 
unthinkable to conceive, of! a single Indian Christian system of 
Theology' (Cf. All India Seminar, Church in India Today, p. 346). 

14; C.P. T.K. paul, The British Connection with India, London, 1928, 
pp. 145-148. ' 
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doipg in· the.same field where we are now lust'going. to. enter: 
It may be quite unreasonable to disregard them, especially at this 
time when the Church expresses her willingness to .collaborate 
with the other Christian communities in various fields of. activity. 
For the ordinary non-Christian in India, Christianity is one~nd, 
the same religion without any distinction of Catholic or non· 
Catholic. So they also face the same :problems in their . con· 
frontation with Hinduism. By a coordinate work in formulating 
the'basic;principles of our approach to the other religions, we 
can spare . many an uruiecessary labour. 

(1) Non-Christians see, Christ and Christianity 

. Before all we must bear in mind that no theology can be. 
made based only . on the hitherto acknowledged ftindamental· 
principles of Hinduism. Hinduism is; or was, b6tha sOcial. 
system and a . religion. We have already seen' its primary· pr~
suppositions such as transmigration,· the .cyclic concept' ot ;b&t1i, 
death, rebirth, the yearning for liberation, etc; But . itssodal 
frame-work has from the very early times; based on the caste 
system. The system of caste has, become so' strong anc;lcom-
plicated that it got predominance over all the other aspects of 
Hinduism .. R. C. ;laehner writes, 'In matters of belief it mat
tered not at all whether one believed in one God or many. or 
in none at all, nor did it much matter on how one.' interpreted 
'liberation' or whether. one rejected it outright, so long as one 
£ulfilled the duties prescribed for one's caste .. :To. ignore caste' 
or reject the Veda was to put oneself· outside the pale' of 
Hinduism' .IS 

But the Hinduism, touched by the reform movements of the' 
nineteenth century and inspired by the moral a~dethicaI 'prIiF 
ciples and social reforms of. Gandhi, is quite different from the 
religion of a century ago.16 Many things once considered to be 

15. R.C. Zaehner, Hinduism, p. 8. 
16. . Indeed Gandhi's voluntary acceptance of suffering and his: final 

death for the realisation of social, political and religious .justice and 
peace of mankind-:-:-in a word 'Truth~-have' no parallel 'in the 
whole Hindu system, which always explained theslifferiIigin the 
world by the doctrine . of Karma.1 Willing. to suffer for the. cause 
of others, impelled by the love for Truth, Gandhi to.okuponhim
self the Karma of. others. . . . .' , 

10 
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forming the essentials, have been discarded. Still the hard core 
of Hinduism remains untouched. 

Before all let us see what attitude the llon-Christians have 
been taking i~ their confrontation with Christ and Christianity.l'i 
(i) Raja Ram Mohall Roy (1774-1883) is remembered as the 
prophet ·of Indian nationalism. He founded the BrahmoSamaj 
in 1830, . which was greatly influenced by Christian principles. 
After' his strenuous studies in different religions, Ram' Mohan 
Roy stated, 'The consequence of my long and uninterrupted 
studies into religious truth has been that I have' found the 
doctrines of Christ more con,ducive to moral principles, ang bete 
ter adapted for the use of rational' beings than any other which 
have come· to Imowledge'.18 . And in this conviction. the.great 
Hindu reformer published an importil11t book in 1820, titled 
'The Principles of Jesus~. the Guide to Peace and Happiness.' 
But the idea of a suffering Christ was incomprehensible to him' 
Mannal C. Parekh (1885-1967) writes on this point;' .;;It was 
at . this fundamental fact which is the foundation of Christianity, 
viz. God's humiliation of Himself in His love of man, that Ram 
Mohan Roy along with so niany philosophers in the past as' well' 
as in the present stumbled.'19 . . .... 

It is well known that Brahmosamaj wa~ fully inspiredhy 
Christian doctrines. ( ii) Keshub Chunder Sen (1838-1884), 
though· came much nearer to Christ, remained always a consetva
tive Hindu. He is the founder of the New Dispensation of the. 
Spirit. He . was convinced that Christ came to. fulfil Hinduism. 
Keshub declares: 'He comes to fulfil and perfect that religioi} of 
communion for which India has been panting, as the hart panteth 
after- the waterbrooks. Yes, after long centuries shall this com-
lllunion be perfected through Christ20 . 

Keshub's statement on Holy Trinity is very important, He 

17. The present work does not allow us to treat this subject in detail. 
So we will rest satisfied with mentioning some pertinent· remarks 

... made by some of the most important reformers, from Raja Ram' 
. Mohan' Roy onwards. . . .. . . 

18. Cf. J.N:Farquhar, Modern Religious M~vements in [nclia,.J)elhi 
1967;p. 32. 

19. . M.e. Parekh, Rajarshi . Ram Mohan Roy, Rajkot, 1927;p. 29. 
:.<quoted by M.M .. Thomas, opus Cit., p. 32). 

20. Cf. J.N. Farquhar, Modern Religious ... p; 62. 
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speaks: 'Gentlemen, look at this clear triangular figure with the 
eye of faith, and study its deep mathematics. The. apex is the 
very God Jehovah, the Supreme Brahma of the Vedas. A1one~ 
in His own eternal glory, He dwells. From Him comes down 
the Son in a direct line, an emanation from Divinity. Thus 
God descends and touches one end of the base of humanity, then 
running all along the base permeates the world, and then by 
the power of the Holy Ghost drags up regenerated humanity to 
Himself. Divinity coming down . to humanity is the Son; 
Divinity carrying up humanity to heaven is the Holy Ghost.21 . 
(iii) Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902), who presented Vedanta 
as the universal religion was not ignorant of Christianity. In 
his commentary on John 1. 1., He says, "The Hindu calls 
this Maya, the Manifestation of God because it is the power of 
God-the Absolute reflecting through the universe is what we 
call Nature. The Word has two manifestations, the general one 
of Nature and the special one of the great Incarnations of God 
~Krishna, Budha, Jesus and Rama Krishna. Christ the special 
manifestation of the Absolute is known and knowable. The 
Absolute cannot be known; we cannot know the Father, only 
the Son. We can only see the Absolute through the tint· of 
humanity, through Christ.22 

Very. often we find the Hindu reformers making use of the 
Christian terms to explain their religion.23 (iv) The views of 
Radhakrishnan, the living authority of Hinduism in our days, . on 
Christ and Christendom, cannot be left unnoticed, when we are 
engaged into the formulation of a new Theology. His "writing~ 
has the character of Hindu Apologetics in which he seeks to re
define' Hinduism for the intellectuals of modern India, from . t4~ 
standpoint of Advaita Vedanta bringing out its adequacy fat con· 
temporary ·life and interpreting and evaluating Christ and Chris
tianity within its context.'24 Radhakrishnan maint;Uns that 
Hinduism, otherwise known as SanatanaDharma,25 can include:: 
also the essential principles of Christianity, in which case; 'Chris-

21. Ibidem, p. 63. 
22. T.he Complete works of Swami Vivekananda, vol. vii.. p. 1. 
23. Since the attitude of Gandhi, towards Christianity is much spoken 

of, T leave it here. 
24. Cf. M. M. Thomas, opus cit., p. 156. 
25.' Hinduism is considered to be without beginning and without end. 

It is a religion for all times and all peoples. 
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tianiry- and Hinduism are not alternatives which call for a choice 
between the one and the other. What is called for is arecogni
tion of the fact that in reality Christianity is part of Hinduism.26 

It is this all embracing nature of Hinduism, that we must 
always keep in mind, lest we also may get absorbed intoi!. 
RaymondPannikar, who is the pioneer in searching the 'unknown 
Christ fu Hinduism', tells of the manner how a Hindu may react 
to the message of Christ. "My first reaction would be the 
typically Indian one of hospitality. I will welcome this Christ 
and this Christian from across the sea, who says that he comes· 
with a message of salvation. I shall try to integrate this Christ 
into my Pantheon, receive him with an open heart, try to un
derstand his message,. and even worship him ... I will give Christ 
a place of honour. I will be moved by the Sermon on the 
Mount, moved also by Gethsemane, and perhaps even fall in 
love with the story of his life told by these messengers who 
speak of a Saviour and of universal love. But I still remain 
a: Hindu living in the context of at least fourty centuries of deep 
rooted pluralism ... "27 

The Hindus have no difficulty in loving or even worshipping 
Christ.· They respect Him as a great Teacher, a moral and 
spiritual leader. They gladly give Him a place among their gods 
and religious men. But what is most difficult for them is to reco
gnise in Him a unique position. Jules Monchanin wrote in 1951, 
'AIl that a Christian can do is to be a testimony of Christ before 
them and to prepare from MatHis advent, in the way of John 
Bap~ist' .28 

2). NonoCatholic endeavours to the Formation of· an Indian 
Christian Theology 

O~rnon~Catholic . brethren began their decisive endeavour for 

26; ·P. D.Dev~naridan, Christian Concern in Hinduism, Bangalore, 1961, 
p. 4.(quoted by M. M. Thomas, opus cit., p. 173). 

27. Raymond Pannikar, Confrontation Be/ween Hinduism and Christ, 
art. in Logos, June, 1969, vol. 10, no. 2, pp. 43-51; 

28. Cf. Jules Monchanin, Ecrits Spirilllels, Paris, 1965, p .. 99. .Abbe 
. Monchanin was a French ·missionary to India, since 1939. In 1950; 

he in the company of Don Henri Le Saux (Swami· Abhishiktananda, 
another French missionary), found a hermitage (ashram) at Kulitali, 

. on the banks of the river Kavery, in the Hindu model· to· come 
ci()ser to Hindu spirituality. J. Monchanin died in. the year 1957. 
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a theology proper to India, almost three decades ago. The theo
logical conference held at Poona in 1942 was the first significant 
organised attempt in this field. A second importiUlt conference of 
this type was held in Jabalpur in the year 1964, where it was 
discussed on the impact of the modern studies of New Testament 
Christology and that of the early Church,for forming an'Indian 
Christology. The Conference drew four principles from the New 
Testament studies which are worth mentioning. .- - -.--

(i) 'The classical Trinitarian and Christological forlllulae' 'do 
not bind, but rather show, 'how the Church in certairihistorical 
situation had the courage to launch out into non-Christian cate
gories of thought in order to set forth the uniqueness of Christ' 

(il) The N .. T.has 'no standardChristological system or 
syttthesis, ... most christological titles could indeed be considered 
Christological possibilities two thousand years ago as well- as 
today. 

(iii) The wide range of possibilities 'does not set limits to 
present-day Christological thinking but calls for a similatbtoad 
range of approach toChristology'. 

(iv) Since theology is, 'the concern not of individuais but 
of the Church as a whole', the final criterion of validity' ~or any 
theology is its endorcement through the Church in its discerning 
members'.29 . 

We have discussed this neither to imitate nor to approve 
~verything others are doing, but to' be aware of them lest' we may 
get engaged into unnecessary initial enquiries, which may reslJ1t 
only in mere dUJ?lication.30 " 

29. Cf. -W. M. Roth, 'An approach to tJ1eNew .Testament Christo logy' 
Religion and Society, XI, September; 1964,pp. 56-60, (quoted by 
M. M. Thomas, p. 323). -. -. 

30. We cannot close our eyes to the fact that the protestants and other 
non-Catholics are engaged in the same task of evangelising India, 
.as we are doing. Christ presented by them and by us is received 
in the same way by the Hindu hrethren. In the resolution of the 
Third Assembly of the World Council of Churches, held i~ New 
Delhi, in 1961, we read, "The missionary task is not_ terrrnnated. 

, . 'Instead, it has entered into a new ,phase-with greater ,risks. The 
-', attention or oui' mutual relations should not make us forget .that the 

-two' third of the humanity is ignorant of JesnsChrist who:: is the 
light of the world. We sh01i.l<;l transmtt. t9. ~.b~m ~4i~ Jmo",ledge. 
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It is in the light of these important points, we have disCus
sed, that works maybe done according to the· directives of the 
Bangalore Seminar. 

The New Catholic Attempts 

In the An India National Seminar three main approaches 
were considered in the formulation of an Indian Christian 
theology. 

·1) Interiority Mysticism 
2) Use of myths and images 
3) Theology of World and Matter. 

(1) Interiority: In accordance with the traditional ways of 
Hindu spiritual· experience, that seeks to discover God within 
man, the problem is of unique importance. Here we may find a 
common ground for a meeting place for Hinduism and Catholic 
Church. As for example the three steps of spirituality in 
.Hinduism:-

( a) Sravana (listening to the word of God) 
(b) Manana (intellectual enquiry) 
(c) Nidhi dhyasana (inward realisation of Truth), have a 

parallel it) Christianity in, 
( a ) The recognised need for listening to the word of God 
(b) Dogmatic Theology 
(c) Realisation of the kingdom of God within us. 

(2) Useo! Myths and Symbols 

Since the Indian tradition is rich in the use of myths and 
images as Christ preached in parable, it would be of great value, 
if we express the Christian faith through the myths and images 
of the Indian tradition. 

(3) 'The Theology of World and Matter 

Emphasis should be laid on the sacredness of the world in 

We· do not have greater rights than them over the person of Christ. 
By no other benefit we may offer to them, we are absolved from 
thistask" (Cf. C. Boyer e D. Bellucci;Unita Cristiana e ·Moili:mento 
Ei:umenico, Roma, 1963, p. 272). 
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which the Word of God took flesh-it is important to stress the 
value of the secular and to incorporate the world redeemed into 
the Risen Christ.31 

The field into which the Catholic church of India has just 
entered is not an easy one. We see that the success of this attempt 
to formulate an Indian Christian Theology (Though not uniform 
and systematic for the whole India, as the National Seminar 
voiced) depends upon a number of factors. 32 

-We do not confront a people completely ignorant of Christ 
and Christianity. Our attempt is to point out to them Christ who 
has been, --and who is, always present to them, and working 
among them, even though they could not realise Him in the proper 
way (Ct. Acts. 17.22-28). 

We must ever bear in mind that there is only one God who
is the creator and Saviour of all. The words of St. Paul are inspir- -
ing-and encouragingj"IsGod the God of Jews only? Is He not 
the God of Gentiles also? Yes, of Gentiles also, since God is One" 
(Rom. J. 28). 

31. _ Cf. All India Seminar, opus cit., pp. 346-347. - _ 
32. - Some there are who think that a selection aild then a final synthesis 

of the moral and ethical principles in different religions suitable 
f~r -~ good .practical life is enough! to the formation of a th~ology. 

-In this endeavour even the religion itself may be considered as a 
society, as any other society or organisation in the world. But 
such an attempt, thouw attract many in the outset, rarely with
stand the great trials that await them, - It is what happened to 
the Brahma Samaj, founded by Ram Mohan Roy. The Samaj is 
now it spent force in lndia, devoid of any power to inspire _ or to 

- lead. J.N. Farquhar is right in pointing out that, 'Ram Mohan 
and Keshab were wrong in thinking that a new, vigorous, modern 
religion -could be created merely by placing a few of the leading 
ideas -of Christianity alongside a few of the leading ideas of Hin
duism and allowing the two to come together in equal terms' (ERE. 
vol. ii., art. on Brahmanism, p. 823). The Indian Church cannot 
take a negative or indifferent attitude to mysticism and rnetaphysics 
to give more accent to morality. All these different elements are 

- to' b-e united together, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, that 
an appropriate theology -may be generated. 
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