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 The sprawl of the Hindu faith is like the sprawl of its 
homeland, the Indian sub-continent.

 A mixture of peoples, speaking a variety of languages 
and adhering to many confl icting customs and traditions, inhabit 

the land, so that its unity was only brought about by foreign 
domination and only lasted while that “other” presence continued.
 Grand cultures have been created there, were raised to 
glory and were destroyed, with new cultures built on the ruins of 

the many that went before.

 And through the millennia that we can trace the 
history of this land – back even to a time before its 
people kept any written record, the Hindu faith – even 
when it has been forsworn – has permeated every life.
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 It is tradition’s faith – the ethos of experience, the 
source out of which all has come.
 And thus it expresses itself as purely in any and all 
of the wealth of confl icting forms in which it is and has 
been found. 

 The parent of Jainism, Sikhism, Buddhism, it sees 
these belief systems more as portion of itself than 
offspring.
 And it is willing to adopt other traditions to the 
extent that they are willing to merge.
 We might call it syncretistic.
 But it could as easily be called catholic – universalistic 
– the creed of all, because it accepts all, acknowledging 
every creed as party to itself.

 Unfortunately, this is not the only form Hinduism 
takes.
 There can be a fear of strangers and a zealous 



protectiveness of land and faith that leads to tragedies 
like those that have occurred almost perpetually between 
the Hindus and Moslems of India.
 Such tendencies have their part in Hinduism as they 
have their part in every other world religion.

 The followers of Hinduism today split amongst a 
series of religious understandings that seem almost 
contradictory in their diversity.
 Yet all are Hindu, held together by a tradition that 
invites the divergence of belief, of creed, of action 
found in this amazing religious sprawl. 
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 But what of this religious tradition speaks to our 
faith as Unitarian Universalists?
 Where do our souls touch the souls of its believers?
 How does their spiritual pilgrimage illuminate the 
journey on which we fi nd ourselves?

 Let me remind you of three terms and a most enticing 
theme.
 The terms are atman, karma and dharma; the theme 
is that of the ongoing cycle of existence.
 Atman is the individual soul, but it is also a personal 

manifestation of the all-soul, of Brahman.
 There is unity rather than divergence.
 The soul, the Hindu says, is not some spiritualized portrait 

of our persons.
 It is the voice within that speaks with a timeless 

certitude.

 As Unitarian Universalists, we own the unity of 
humanity.
 We talk of a shared family, a brother and sisterhood 
embracing us all.



 Our science demonstrates the kinship of our 
species.
 But we seldom speak of the underlying unity of our 
soul with all souls that would make our lives facets of 
one great jewel.
 Those in our tradition who talk of an afterlife, who 
are willing to speculate about some sort of heavenly 
existence, refer to many rooms, many mansions to house 
individual souls.
 I fi nd this isolation hard to appreciate. The sense of 
it doesn’t seem to be there.
 There is an alienation implied by the separation.
 For though we talk of one family, we generally think 
of individual salvations – and individual damnations, too.
 Atman, the constellated portion of the all-soul, that 
which comes out to return again, might be a more worthy 
speculation, speaking to a need for unity in the here and 
now as well as the sweet by and by – a need we all have. 

 We are Atman. We do not face life alone.
 We’re in it all together.
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 My second term is Karma, and saying that Karma 
is Karma, is almost the same as saying that what’s 
done is done, except that there is a deeper religious 
implication.
 With the Hindu acceptance of the doctrine that we 
go from life to life, perfecting ourselves, there was the 
related conclusion that what we have done in past lives 
determines who we are now.
 One could look at this as the most rigid form of 
determinism, but it doesn’t have to be.
 We cannot change the past whether we refer to what 



has been in previous existences or in our earlier days.

 Too many people spend too much time apologizing for 
their past – a past that can’t be changed but that need 
not rule the present.
 By apologizing in this way, dragging out the past as 
that which enforces the present, their present and 
future are governed by what has been.
 Their options – because they cannot accept who they 
are now – are restricted more than they ever need to 
be. 

 In his book, An Idealist View of Life [London: G. 
Allen, 1961], Sarvapalli Radhakrishnan referred to the 
freedom we have to act, as we will.
 “Life is like a game of bridge,” he wrote.
 “The cards in the game are given to us.
 “We do not select them.
 “They are traced to past karma.
 “But we are free to make any call as we think fi t and 
lead any suit.
 “Only we are limited by the rules of the game.” [ibid., 
p. 279]
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 My third term, dharma could be translated as morality 
or the law, but it could as easily be expressed as duty, 
as obligation, or as right living.

 There are four basic aims to life, the Hindu would 
say:

artha, or material possession;
kama, or pleasure and love;
dharma, religious-moral duty;
and moksa, spiritual release.



 The fi rst three – artha, kama and dharma are pursuits 
of the world, and in many respects, the fi rst two are 
held together by the third – by dharma – for life is the 
sphere of religion.
 We live under obligation: obligation to ourselves, to 
others, to the universe.

 Amiya Chakravarty said that the way of dharma is 
the path toward spiritual ascent.” [op.cit., p. 37]
 “Each person must live righteously according to that 
person’s individual station in life, or caste, and must be 
faithful to the inner self.
 Just as it is the dharma of wind and tide, water and 
light to maintain their inherent nature, so it is the 
dharma of humanity to be human.” [ibid.]

 On too many occasions I fear that we don’t accept 
this.
 We place expectations on ourselves and on others 
that go beyond the nature of humanity.
 We expect ourselves to behave like gods, without 
really knowing how gods would act.
 And in the process we set ourselves up for a fall.

 But this isn’t our dharma.
 Our task, our duty, our moral obligation is to live our 
lives as well as possible within the limits of our own 
individual humanity.
 We are not asked to imitate others.
 We are asked to be ourselves.

- o -

 I mentioned a theme, too: the ongoing cycle of 
existence.
 For Hinduism says that through countless existences, 



life goes on.
 Much as the seasons, there is a continuity to life.
 Atman, the individual soul, passes through these 
cycles; the gods pass through them; the universe passes 
through them.
 All is cyclic – all a part of a continuing unfolding of 
life.

 We may not need the concept of transmigration of 
souls.
 At least I doubt that many of us do.
 But we do need a reverence for the cycle of life.

 In one day some years ago, I stood at the bedside of 
a dying man, only leaving it to visit a newborn child.
 And in confronting, so nakedly and so immediately, the 
birth and death that mark out each of our lives – yours 
and mine – I was awed.
 I was amazed at the beauty of a greater motion of 
which we are mere parts.
 I found worship in the narrow space between grief 
and rejoicing as I confronted, through them, the cycle 
of life.

 This past week, Gail Woodall reintroduced the fi lm, 
“Smoke,” to those of us who went to the Adult Education 
program.
 She did so, as she will with several more fi lms, to talk 
about being present.
 I think Hinduism’s idea of the cycle of existence has 
much to do with this idea.
 For we need to be present in the moment to catch the 
drift of the ongoing cycle of which we are a part.
 In Smoke, a bag with six thousand dollars progresses 
from owner to owner – each with various needs and 



claims to its contents.
 The money represents different things in each case.
 Yet the cycle goes on.
 The wheel of life continues.
 And so it is for all of us if we pay attention to what is 
there.
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 We are not Hindu.
 It isn’t our Karma.
 Yet it is easy to see why an Emerson, who helped 
to found our faith, could be so attracted to Hindu 
teachings, and why others have appreciated its wisdom 
and have let it speak to theirs.
 The thoughts of Hinduism – the beliefs – are not 
alien to our own. They can inform our hearts, inform our 
faith.
 And through it, in our own ways – each differently 
– we are able to grow. Amen.


