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     This position paper discuses some of the important aspects of Sanatana Dharma that should be included in a curriculum framework for teaching students. It is a challenge to prepare the content of the teaching material, considering the enormity of the original literature and the post- Vedic commentaries. Other important questions raised in this paper relate to the role of traditions in understanding Hindu Dharma and the role of Hindu philosophy in shaping Hindu identity and self-perception of its followers. Hindu beliefs are based on the Vedic oral traditions, smritis, Puranas and Shastras. The scholars from diverse traditions need to work together for creating a concise program of interactive teaching. Furthermore, the paper emphasizes the urgency to bridge the divide between the followers of Puranic traditions and the Vedic vision of Sanatana Dharma.  
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					Introduction

F
ROM the incident narrated below, one can understand the urgency of such an initiative. Two 
 seven-year-old boys while making a street crossing were stopped by a Bible totting person in New York. In quick succession, he asked three questions and wanted an impromptu answer:
“What is the name of your God?” The boys were looking at each other, should it be Shri Krishna or Shri Rama? The man intervened, “Jesus is the name of God. What is the name of your holy book? Boys felt the same confusion. In a span of a minute, he took out the Bible and placed it in their hand saying, this is your holy book. “What is your basic belief?” Hindus have a long list of beliefs and even for adults, it is hard to pick just one. The man said, “Jesus is the savior.”

The incident was an eye opener. It was clear that the Hindus are targeted. It also shows parents’ failure to enable their children to fend themselves from aggressive intrusion in their freedom of religion. The second-generation Hindus need conceptual knowledge for practicing Hindu Dharma and their parents have not yet realized the seriousness of the issue. Without following the usual format of a research paper, this paper analyzes problems of teaching Hindu dharma and suggests topics for the content and the strategies useful for teaching the subject effectively.  

This paper is divided in three parts. The first part deals with the stumbling blocks in the way of teaching Hindu Dharma as a subject. The second part lists suggestions about creating the content, acceptable to the followers of all Indic traditions. The third part evaluates various techniques and strategies for teaching Hindu Dharma as a science subject. There are several stumbling blocks in presenting Dharma as a subject in a proper sequence and in a scientific way. Some of these are briefly discussed in the following paragraphs.
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For centuries, Hindus have been placed in a box of religion. Anyone can derisively label the box, describe the contents of the box or even conclude that the box is not worth opening. To this day, Hindus in India have neither the podium nor the audience. Not knowing the basics, Hindus have created a comfort zone, where there is no need to take initiative or change the narrative. 

The western narrative based on assumptions and misperceptions is aggressively being promoted, despite the fact, that it is confusing and disjointed. Biased and speculative opinions are given by those who are outsiders to Shruti, Smriti and the traditions. Trapped in these erroneous and irrelevant categories, Hindus often stumble in the debate from the defensive position. 

Hindus also tend to take each tradition in isolation, often, without the context of Sanatana Dharma. For some scholars, elephant is the snake (trunk) or a rope (the tail) or the pillars (the legs). When all of these are combined together, these still do not add up to an elephant. Imparting partial truth, incomplete information or speculative discourse based on the person’s level of knowledge is sinful especially, if the listener is expected to put blind faith in whatever is described to him. There is a saying in the Vedic texts, that it is better not to teach than teach falsehood. But that is what is going on inside the Hindu households, temples and in the private discourses. The mindset of Hindus is that they would flock to the temple if there is a discourse by a disciple of a disciple of Swami X, but when a scholar is invited, two persons will be in the audience. The audience feels satisfied that with the help of Swami X, they are moving towards spirituality, Bhakti and Moksha. Their primary concern is upasana and karma.

Because of the prevailing ignorance of ideas behind the traditions, Hindus feel uneasy about their identity and often act sheepishly. The home temples with sacred symbols are hidden in a kitchen cabinet. This raises the following questions:
1. Why are Hindus afraid or unable to assert their Dharmic identity?
Answer- They do not have in-depth knowledge of what is Sanatana Dharma, some have never seen the moolsutras (original texts). Often, their negative self-perception is created by misleading propaganda by the OTHERS. 
2. During an interfaith panel discussion or in a classroom, why are they on the defensive and what are they apologetic about?
Answer- read answer to question one. They suffer from the ostrich syndrome. They may even choose the easy way out by making casual remarks, that all religions are the same, forgetting that Hindu knowledge and faith traditions are not a religion. Another casual remark is made, that the Divine is the same as English word God and all gods speak the truth. Such casually thrown words of wisdom have caused enormous damage to Hindu faith. Hindus parents and teachers need to understand that only Gyan (knowledge) and Vigyan (rationale) will strengthen respect for the traditions and values.

Many Hindu organizations are a spent force. Guru-shishya lineages are isolated. Temple priests are not well-versed in the tradition or the basics of Sanatana Dharma. Hindu scholars react to criticism and walk away from the discourse. 

Most of the parents and teachers lack basic information. Accessing the authentic sources is a challenge and the students find it easier to rely on the internet sources of dubious quality. In the absence of logical explanations of traditions and beliefs, students feel confused. 

Locally available speakers of assorted backgrounds are often invited to clarify concepts and practices of Hindu Dharma. Given an opportunity, freelance teachers of Hinduism, priests and Bhagavad Acharyas make irrelevant statements.

The role of Swamis and lineages- many of them claim their narrative to be the most authentic; many swamis and gurus do not shy away from making sly remarks about other teachers and their followers who treat them as the Divine incarnate.

Often, some well-meaning people do organize conferences to sort out proper content for Hindu dharma. Somewhere during the process, the participants become ego- centric, angry, disrespectful and belligerent. The tone and the language degenerate into name calling and pointing each other’s faults.

Many books have been written about Hinduism. Some of these projects a narrow perspective or reflect the writer’s bias. Most of the textbooks used for teaching in the high schools and colleges focus on a few stray incidents and insignificant stories. Teaching Hindu Dharma as a science and as a way of life based on scholarship, wisdom and experience of the subject is blindsided by trivial and often irrelevant issues. Thus, so far nothing has been achieved; because, nothing was envisioned to be achieved. The next generations will hold us- the present generation responsible for the religious bullying in the schools, derision of our ceremonies and beliefs in the colleges and general discrimination in national institutions that they have been facing. These are the reasons why most Hindus face identity crisis.

In such circumstances, one may wonder who is a Hindu? Is he a person walking with three legs, two side legs being lame and the one in the middle unable to sustain the balance?
The small details of interpretation or large number of such details-which ones and to what extent these are relevant? Some are relevant for stressing morals while others are for specific situations. To build a broader context, it is crucial to highlight the commonalities of all faith traditions emanating from Sanatana Dharma. Which part/parts of Dharmic concepts and traditions are also emphasized in other Dharma traditions of India? 

If Hindus want equal space for the study of Hinduism in the school and colleges; they need to develop age appropriate lessons and the lessons need to be accompanied with relevant narratives selected objectively. It is not a test of Astha of teachers or presenters; it is a test of the teachers- do they have objective of the lesson; do they have clear concepts that they are explaining and are they able to instill Astha based on convictions and rationale or they are demanding blind faith? How far their own bias and ignorance interfere with selecting/omitting content determine the outcome of teaching. If teaching of Dharmic traditions cannot add dignity or enforce positive Hindu identity; we fail as teachers and parents. Next generation will continue suffering from Hindu self-hatred. If they are always on the defensive and end up apologizing; they suffer from this self-hatred. There is a joke going around this malaise. A person who is wrong and apologizes for being wrong is an honest man; the one who is in doubt whether he is wrong or right says I am sorry; he is a wise man; the one who is right and knows he is right but says I am sorry, he is a Hindu.

This is the background against which, many scholars have been struggling to create a think tank to develop a core curriculum for teaching Hindu Dharma. The temple Chaudharies consider this fanaticism; academia smugly dismisses it and the community finds this irrelevant. 

Crossing all these hurdles is not impossible. Hindus have a choice and a chance to bring an 1800 change for developing the content of Dharma lessons. However, with the current dismissive attitude, choice and the chance- both will be lost. Focus has to shift, agenda of the debate must change and Hindus need not have extensive arguments around the tail of Shri Hanuman. 

If the next generation is going to hold on to their identity with dignity, various organizations need some introspection. It is advisable that the representatives of various Indic traditions, Dharma and sampradayas may have an interfaith panel discussion just to develop the content of the curriculum. 

The challenge for this audience (of scholars) is to resolve the following issues: 
· Whom to follow? What is the true and authentic source?
· Whose tradition, tradition of which region?
· How do Pundits fit in?
· More importantly who is a pundit?
· Is entitlement to preach birth-based? 
· What does Sanatani mean; who is an Arya samaji?
· Often some Hindus assert that an atheist is not competent to teach about Dharma and women are not allowed to read Vedas, chant mantras, or teach about Dharma. Who decided that?
· Most scholars and practitioners are stuck in mundane discussions around: 
· Who is God?
· Belief in God
· Existence of God- Bhagavan
In Hindu dharma, the nearest equivalent of God is Bhagavan. 

Then who is Bhagavan? Bhagavan is mortal, made of the same five tattva- bhumi (earth), gagan (space), vayu (air), agni (fire) and neer (water). Bhagavan is a human being with enhanced divinity, but he is subject to the same human miseries, griefs, suffering, pain and all other emotions as others do.

Discourse about a god/the god is not essential for leading a pious life. It is Semitic religions who solely depend on having faith in a God. Any challenge or perceived threat to the Gospel is met fiercely. These are god-centric dogmas. Dharma is independent of whatever is the concept of God. Many Hindus do not believe in the existence of a human being as a God. They feel that no mortal can create an immortal, infinite cosmos and God is a manmade concept. In the scientific context, God (a man-made concept in the image of his own limited self) is irrelevant.

Hindus believe that the Divine Creator is collective consciousness and energy is beyond comprehension and has no reference point. Therefore, the rishis and sages tried to describe his attributes without giving that Divine any particular name. Something which is infinite (anantam) cannot be defined by anyone. Despite this limitation, some basic understanding of the reality of the Divine (Brahman), reality of the cosmos and the reality of one’s own consciousness is absolutely essential before starting a discourse about Dharma. Hindu Dharma accepts many descriptions of the Divine as valid and yet inadequate and insists on free will and freedom of choice. For Hindus, feeling differently about God is not an act of sacrilege. In fact, many wonder, what kind of God do we pray to, whose name or image is to be protected by a mere human? If God is our savior, then, by implication, we are not his savior. Faith in God is an absolute belief in something without asking for proof or evidence.

Another problem arises when the Vedic philosophy is confused with the word Theology. Theo means religion (which is sustained by absolute truth about certain beliefs); adding the word logy makes the subject science of religion. Blind faith in something is not logical; it feeds on man’s fear of something powerful. Doing something out of fear is neither piety nor a moral virtue. When fear turns into obsession, it becomes a mental disorder.

One of the Hindu beliefs is that beyond the horizon of our vision, imagination, countless galaxies exist; for which the word used is Brahmanda and that is anantam (timeless, endless).
If we knew the origin of this vast creation, then, we could possibly know the creator (founder) of that creation. We know neither hence the sages recite the verse:
 			Hari anant Hari katha anantam 

The Divine is timeless and our discussion about it is endless. Following the Christian theology, most of the discussion time is wasted trying to give a historic identity to That which is Anantam and Anaadi. Scientists agree that there are multiple universes; not any one has an edge in space; no beginning or end in time. Confusing the mortal god with Brahman for two millennia, humans have moved away from Dharma- the cosmic Sad.   

					
Coming outside the box of religion: Creating a meaningful table of content with a list of topics and clearly defined objectives

Hindus see humanity and creation in different way- broad array of color, wider spectrum of species and the changes they go through over time. They recognize and embrace the energy that creates us and feel its power. They learn to bow before this. They cease to belong to a dogmatic view- known otherwise as a religion. Most Hindus through Shruti are environmentalists who see themselves in the jagat and not in a box. Hindu Dharma is not a religion nor an ideology. 

Preparing the content is not easy. Should the focus be on minute details of interpretation or should there be large number of such details- what should be the approach? which ones and to what extent the details of a particular belief or tradition are relevant? Some are relevant for stressing morals while others are for specific situations. To build a broader context, it is also crucial to highlight the commonalities of all faith traditions emanating from Sanatana Dharma. Which part/parts are also emphasized in other Dharma traditions of India? 

Looking at the overview of Hindu Dharma, the task ahead is to determine LCD or GCF of beliefs and traditions which are common to all Hindus. 

The study of Dharma can be carried out in two ways- as a study about it, and as a study of it. In both these cases, the key concepts and beliefs must be explained in a scientific way. 

In the context of the current socio-political realities, the following topics may be considered for developing the content:

1.Hindu Traditions and practices- key elements
· Temple visits are not essential. 
· Traditionally, Hindu Dharma is not a congregational religion
· Hindus do not convert others.
· There is no Gospel, no dogma
· Hindus have Freedoms- choices for responsible karma
· Relativity- in a dynamic world, all are caught in the time-place twirl- Jagat mithya
· In a dynamic world nothing is absolute. The word ‘Jagat’ itself suggests that everything is bound by time /space. The word- Jagat sums up what Einstein was talking about when he said, "A human being is a part of the whole, called by us 'Universe,' a part limited in time and space... separated from the rest -- a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness...Not to nourish the delusion but to try to overcome it is the way to reach the attainable measure of peace of mind."  

Dharma accepts dynamic cosmic reality- incomprehensible, infinite and unfathomable. So is the Srishthi. It has no beginning and therefore no moment of creation. However, at any given moment, human action is specific to space and time. The critical issue for understanding Hindu Dharma is to differentiate the boundaryless from that which is bound by circumstances. Most scholars as well as Hindus confuse the two and bring in irrelevant issues such as child marriage and caste and in the process highjack the discussion in a totally different direction.
With this premise, no version of truth has finality and humans do not live in the world of absolutes. Having said that, one can understand what Dharma means to a Hindu believer. That conduct (attitudes, reactions and socio-personal relationships) which sustains all life is Dharma. The opposite of it is Adharma.

2. Scientific aspects interwoven in the beliefs and traditions
 
Two essential pillars of Dharma tradition that no scientist can refute are:

a.  Evolution - Change, growth
Nothing stays the same; otherwise, a child will be in the womb forever, and if it comes out then it will never grow stage by stage. It grows. The pattern of growth is orderly and cyclical. Mortal body passes through stages of growth, decay and transformation. 

b.    Reincarnation
Matter is indestructible, it changes forms. Everything- all living beings, this planet and the universes are in motion- in a continuous twirl. We are caught in the warp and woof of time and place. Yet, each living being is unique and with an unlimited potential.

3.A general study of the following Hindu beliefs selected from various texts (Vedic and the post Vedic) reveal the scientific nature of Dharma. Cultural ethos emanates from this core essence of Hindu Dharma:
· Time is Everything
· Life oscillates from inert to manifested 
· Age of life on earth- Kalpa- measurement of time. Is it linear or circular?
· Cosmic reality and the natural law are the only verifiable truth and these two alone affect us, govern us and sustain us
· Nature is all powerful fierce and benevolent
· Nature worship and sanctity of all life
· Conservation, environmentalism, vegetarianism 
· All of the above are the fundamental aspects of Cosmic reality; therefore, are considered the essential pillars of Dharma tradition.

Most of the ideas in the list are the common thread that joins all Hindus, Jains, Buddhists and Sikhs? Therefore, the topics suggested above form the lowest common denominator for understanding Dharma and can be taught scientifically. 
Dharma studies would be incomplete if the Ramayana and Mahabharata are ignored. Besides being historical narratives, these epochal events have affected the culture of not just the subcontinent but Central and Eastern countries of Asia. These have created a framework for normative behavior and social interactions. Legends are important as wisdom literature. They affect the day to day life. However, many details of the legends can be sidelined without undermining the Dharma studies.

General framework 

Sanatana Dharma- broad view, sources, cultural ethos and the role of Epics
[bookmark: _Hlk494493699]Under the overarching umbrella of Vedic, post-Vedic oral tradition and smruti, falls almost every aspect of life- collective and individual (as in Sanyam and Mariyada) social and political (as in Niti), philosophic (as in Vedanta and Darshana Sastras), Vedic ideas of creation (as in Kalpa theory and evolution of life on earth) and the reality of our own self (as in the Visesha Dharma). Each of these themes is covered at macro level. At the same time each is discussed at micro level considering the time and the place and other ecological factors 

Dharma is a tool for shaping personality and proper behavior. It emphasizes the need for control of the mind and the mindset; both self-realization and Moksha depend on self-control.
Dharma is also a guide for conservation of resources and preservation of ecological balance. The end goal is liberation from suffering, anguish and mental stress. It is also to achieve peace of mind and harmonious relationships. In this context, role of a tradition or many traditions has a little value. If they learn the abovementioned life changing lessons, they will automatically learn the value of tradition and build Astha in the tradition. 

The link between Mind (psychology) and cognitive processes (Philosophy) is Ego. No Semitic religion talks about ego (Aham), the difference between perception and reality and how these affect our own attitudes and the social norms.  Ego transforms all perceptions, interferes with thought processes and modifies our reactions/actions, attitudes and responses. 

Musical nature of prayers and chants
When repeated four to five times, mantras can change the state of mind. Chanting destresses the mind. In Hindu prayers, music plays a vital role, because, there are no sermons in the prayer meetings in the temples. The Role of vibrations for peace of mind must be stressed in the modern-day stressful life. 

Journey of the Self
· Freedom of dialogue, self-evolvement, self-realization
· No need for intermediaries to reach one’s goals or fulfill one’s aspirations
· No one has the Divine right to violate these freedoms?

Role of Symbols and temples as focus factor
Vedic chants are full of visual imagery and symbolism- the oldest and the greatest of all symbols have been Om and Swastika. Vedic Rishis did not construct temples or shrines nor did they leave a strict legacy of how the temple structure is to be constructed or where the Garbha Griha is to be constructed. However, this is a fact that during the last 25 centuries, architects followed very strict rules for creating temples both in Gandhara style and Mathura style.

Demographic composition of world religions
About 4 billion people are followers of Christianity, Islam and Judaism. Rest of the humanity comes under the fold of Sanatana Dharma which comprise various other Indic traditions; as the following chart shows:

Sanatana Dharma


Atheist, Agnostics

Buddha
Dharmamama

	              
     		    
     Jain Dharma					        Sikh Dharma			
Shunyavaadi (Atheists and agnostics)				Zoroastrianism
Each of these Faith traditions whether exclusive or non- interfering have some common yardstick of right and wrong. If that moral compass within Indic traditions is the same, then that becomes the lowest common denominator. What prevents the otherwise intelligent people to find common grounds? Why do Hindus act as fact resistant Humans?

So, the content to understand Sanatana Dharma (microcosm in the macrocosm) would have these topics:
· Knowledge of the Self
· Swa-dharma, specific, situational
· Atmaboddha, knowing the self- the path of self-realization
· Yoga- purification of the mind 
· Cultivating righteous attitudes (Psychology) for the purpose of righteous action (karma- yoga)
· Cosmic Reality (philosophy) link between 4 Js- Jarha, Jeeva, Jagat and Jagdish
· Beliefs
· Vedas
· Motivational forces

Summary view of the content

Dharma is eternal but moral responsibilities that a person has at X time and in X position is a part of specific Dharma. Thus, we already have two subsets. If one expands the classification, one finds numerous types of specific Dharma. Such multitude of subsets expanding in infinite direction has one subset with nothing in it. This subset also is a part of the anantam. A person who does not talk about God or indulge in further philosophic aspects of God may question the existence of God. He/she belongs to the subset to which atheist, charvakas, Buddha and many a sage have belonged. On the journey to Moksha or towards self-realization, one may belong to one or the other subset. Belief in Bhagavan- although is one subset of Dharma cannot supplant the totality of the infinite number of subsets. That freedom is inherent in Dharmik traditions.
        
 		
Lesson Modules- importance and relevance of teaching Dharma in a scientific way

What is the age group, who is the target audience and how to package such vast literature and countless aspects of Hindu Dharma?
Students and our Hindu children have much more questioning mind than the students of the last century. Whoever is teaching and presenting has to have in depth study of the vast literature in order to make a summary view for any given group. The explanations have to be scientific and must fit in the realities surrounding them. Concepts need to be explained in meaningful ways. 
For the practicing Hindus, lessons also need to focus on karma-kaand, traditions, fasts, festivals and ceremonies and the correct way of celebrations. 

A brief summary of these is useful for general audience of students (meaning, belonging to different faiths) as many youngsters today may be working in Hindu India or they may have Hindu colleagues. 

Who is qualified to teach?
· Insider’s knowledge of the tradition who is a practicing Hindu, has personal experience and osmosis
· Beliefs and observing Dharmic life style
· These lessons will prepare students to be practicing Hindus- Hindus by conviction as well. 
Teaching technic and strategy
Experiential learning, short, repetitive lessons, creating an overview and then to take each aspect and part for in-depth study. Learner oriented teaching technic following the pattern of Sequential learning system. Sequential learning system includes simple interactive lessons woven into the experiential level of the students. For the next level of age group, the same lessons involve more details and advanced cognitive format. For the adults and college students, the same concepts are explained using psychology, philosophy and laws of physics. This system is used for teaching other subjects and should be used for teaching about Hindu Dharma.

Conclusion
It is hoped that against the background of the stumbling blocks, the participants in this conference would be able to resolve the issue of content and create a program of training teachers. We owe it to our next generations!! 
 
Recommended books and other supporting material
· Who am I? Atamboddha- psychology and moral compass
· I in the world- Tattava Boddha- philosophy
· Perception and reality DrigDrishyia viveka, psychology
· Knowing the Divine- Isopnisad
· Introduction to Hindu Dharma- 16 lessons course by Kamlesh Kapur uploaded on You-tube
· Teachers’ training workshop- 9 sessions by Kamlesh Kapur uploaded on You-tube
[bookmark: _GoBack]With these basic books and lessons, students should be ready for the study of Srimad Bhagavad Gita and Vedanta for dealing with the day to day problems arising out of modern life style!!
