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Over 4,000 years ago, nomads calling themselves Aryans, or Noble Ones, invaded the Indus 
Valley in what is now India, introducing a fire-based religion, which we know from their sacred 
hymns called Vedas. 

Let me offer a modern English translation from part of the Rig Veda: “At first was neither Being 
nor Nonbeing. There was not air nor sky beyond it. What was its shape? Its place?  Its creator? 
Unfathomable and deep? There was no death then, nor yet deathlessness; of night and day none. 
Love breathed without breath, by its own impulse. Other than that there was nothing. Darkness 
was there, wrapped around by deeper darkness, and all was water, without form or substance. 
Then from the void, Love stirred and emerged. In the beginning Love arose, which was the 
primal germ cell of the mind.  The noble ones, searching in their hearts with wisdom, discovered 
the connection of being in nonbeing. … Who really knows? Who can presume to tell it?  Whence 
was it born? Whence issued this creation? Even the Gods came after its emergence. Then who 
can tell from whence it came to be? That out of which creation has arisen, whether it held firm or 
it did not, He who surveys it in the highest heaven, He surely knows – or maybe He does not!”

I wish all creation stories came with such a sense of indeterminateness.  There was nothing, now 
there is all of creation, how did that happen?  Perhaps, if there is a higher power, He understands, 
perhaps not! The Vedic hymns, first passed down orally, eventually written in Sanskrit, call for 
light and fire to be the connection between being and nonbeing. 

So Diwali, the festival of light, connects being with nonbeing, and the Shringhar Lahiri and Ras 
Shabdam performed for us are modern adaptations of ancient liturgical dances. The first was 
dedicated to the Hindu Goddess Parvati, and the second was dedicated to the divine couple 
Radha and Krishna. In a metaphysical sense the dancers incarnated the light of these divine 
mysteries in order to bring them into our midst for Diwali.

The purpose of these liturgical dances, going back 4,000 years in one form or another, is to bring 
well-being and prosperity to a community. So let me tell you a little about these deities. Parvati is 
the animating force that infuses humans with skills, power, prowess and genius. Second wife to 
Shiva, the God of War, it is her tender affection that brings out Shiva’s kinder side, allowing him 
to settle into domestic life. The love of Parvati eventually transforms the great warrior Shiva, so 
that he takes pleasure in life, not death, and becomes the Lord of the Dance.
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Shiva and Parvati are the parents of Ganesha, the elephant-headed god, who brings good fortune 
to humans, keeps our homes safe, and blocks obstacles to good fortune we cannot ourselves 
transcend. Parvati represents the part of ourselves that creatively brings forth life and spiritual 
nourishment. All who embrace love, Parvati is there to bless.

Radha and Krishna are feminine and masculine aspects of the supreme godhead. Traditionally, it 
is said that Krishna enchants and animates the material world, while Radha enchants and 
animates Krishna; the world comes forth and is sustained by the deep connection of their love, so 
their celebratory dance Ras Shabdam celebrates the goodness of life. 

Hinduism celebrates the divine mystery as unknowable, or as a single unity called Brahman, 
having more aspects called gods and goddesses than there are stars in the heavens, and also as a 
duality with discretely masculine and feminine aspects. One of the favorite divine couplings is 
Shiva and Shakti, which Hindu mystic Jnanadeva honors with this poem. “I honor the God and 
the Goddess, the eternal parents of the universe.  The Lover, out of boundless love, takes the 
form of the Beloved. What Beauty! Both are made of the same nectar and share the same food.  
Out of supreme love they swallow up each other but separate again for the joy of being two.  
They are not completely the same but neither are they different.  No one can tell exactly what 
they are.  How intense is their longing to be with each other.  This is their greatest bliss.

“Never, not even in jest, do they allow their unity to be disturbed.  They are so averse to 
separation that even though they have become the entire world, never for a moment do they let a 
difference come between them…  They become two for the sake of divine play, but in every 
moment they seek to become one again. … We may see two, yet only one exists. …  Shiva and 
Shakti are one, like air and the wind, like gold and its luster.  Shiva and Shakti cannot be 
separated. They are like musk and its fragrance, like fire and its heat. In the light of the sun there 
is no difference between day and night. In the light of the Supreme Truth there is no difference 
between Shiva and Shakti. …  All that remains is the one.”

When all difference is gone, the one remains.     

The longest epic poem ever written, composed about the time the Iliad and the Odyssey were 
first told, is the Mahabharata, which describes ultimate meaning and purpose for human life as 
the joy of union with Divine Mystery, or Ground of Being and Nonbeing. The most famous 
portion of this long poem, the Bhagavad Gita, is taught to every Hindu child. It was the first 
English translation of the Bhagavad Gita, by the British East India Company in 1785, which 
largely led to the German Idealist movement and American Transcendentalism.

Henry David Thoreau said the only book which contained all the wisdom of humanity was the 
Bhagavad Gita, and particularly its dialog between Lord Krishna, the supreme male godhead, 
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and the human Arjuna, on the eve of a battle between kinsmen, where they talk of the meaning of 
human life, and how to find joy in the midst of pain and sorrow. Krishna explains that “by 
devotion to one’s own particular duty, everyone can attain perfection. Let me tell you how.  By 
performing his or her own work, one worships the Divine Mystery who dwells in every creature.  
Such worship brings that person to fulfillment.”

The Hindu ideal is a human being who can incarnate the divine within ourselves, dancing with 
the Light in all. Hindu spiritual tradition was that no human could achieve true union with the 
divine except through careful study under an enlightened guru or teacher. The oral teachings 
carefully passed down from teacher to student over millennia were written in Sanskrit as the 
Upanishads, called spiritual lessons for ascending the Himalayas of the soul. 

I fell in love with the Upanishads and Bhagavad Gita 40 years ago, as a college sophomore; they  
seemed to offer a better concept of reality than the Bible did for spiritual seekers. Perhaps it was 
these Hindu texts that led me to leave the Baptists, and eventually become UU.  I think one of 
the greatest teachers of modern Hinduism was Ramakrishna, who taught that all sincere heartfelt 
paths could lead into divine mystery.

Ramakrishna said: “People worship God according to their tastes and their temperaments.  The 
mother cooks the same fish differently for her children, that each one may have what suits his or 
her stomach.” He said people quarrel about religion because we do not understand Krishna is 
also Shiva, who is also called Jesus, and Allah. “Everyone is going toward God.  They will 
realize God if they have sincerity and longing of heart.” Hinduism accepts all paths which lead to 
divinity.

The Taittiriya Upanishad tells the story this way: Once Bhrigu Varuni went to his father and said, 
“Father, explain to me the divine mystery.” His father spoke to him of the food of the earth, of 
the breath of life, of the one who sees, of the one who hears, of the mind that knows, and of the 
one who speaks. And he said to him: “Seek to know him from whom all beings have come, by 
whom all live, and unto whom all return.  This is the divine mystery we call Brahman.”

So Bhrigu went and practiced tapas, spiritual prayer.  Then he thought Brahman was the food of 
the earth: for from the earth all beings come, by food of the earth they all live, and unto the earth 
they all return. So Bhrigu went again to his father and said, “Father, explain to me the divine 
mystery.” He answered: “Seek to know Brahman by prayer because Brahman is prayer.” So 
Bhrigu practiced tapas; then he thought Brahman was life: for from life all beings have come, by 
life they all live, and unto life they all return. So Bhrigu returned to his father and said, “Father, 
explain to me the divine mystery.”  His father answered: “Seek to know Brahman by prayer 
because Brahman is prayer.”
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So Bhrigu practiced tapas, then he thought that Brahman was mind: for from mind all beings 
have come, from mind they all live, and unto mind they all return. After this Bhrigu went to his 
father and said, “Father explain to me the divine mystery.”  His father answered: “Seek to know 
Brahman by prayer because Brahman is prayer.”  So Bhrigu went and practiced tapas, or prayers, 
then he thought that Brahman was reason: for from reason all beings have come, by reason they 
all live, and unto reason they all return. Bhrigu went again to his father, asked the same question, 
and received the same answer. Bhrigu practiced tapas, then he thought Brahman was joy: for 
from joy all beings have come, by joy they all live, and unto joy they all return. This was 
Bhrigu’s highest vision of divinity.
     
The most popular Hindu mystic among Unitarian Universalists is Rabindranath Tagore, with 
seven entries in our grey hymnal, more than Ralph Waldo Emerson. Tagore was also the first 
non-European to win the Nobel Prize in literature in 1913.  In his writing Tagore emphasizes 
fully experiencing our lives, from the dawning sun bursting in upon our sleep, the colors and 
smells of flowers weaving our senses, our looking on the world with simple joy, whether 
observing insects, birds, animals or common weeds, our mothers’ voices giving meaning to the 
star songs of the night, all are ultimately manifestations of love.

In Hinduism this is called darsan, truly experiencing and recognizing the divine mystery in 
everything. Diana Eck, Harvard professor of religion, calls darsanas the single most significant 
element of Hindu worship. How might our lives be different if we more often experienced love 
in the birds singing in anticipation of the dawn, in the greetings between family members, in the 
meal set before us, in our work in our office, or our walk through the world?  What if we found 
ultimate manifestations of love not only in the smell of flowers but also in the smell of engine 
exhausts; not only in the warmth of the sun but also in the cold of the rain; not only in the 
company of friends but also in the company of complete strangers.

Darsan is seeing the underlying ultimate reality for what it truly is and joyfully glorying in the 
unfolding of the universe. First there was nothing, and then there was love, and then all of 
creation emerged from this love, and darsan is experiencing it as such. 

Tagore writes: “Today the peace of autumn pervades the world.  In the radiant noon, silent and 
motionless, the wide stillness rests like a tired bird spreading over the deserted fields to all 
horizons its wings of golden green. Today the thin thread of the river flows without song, leaving 
no mark on its sandy banks.  The most distant villages bask in the sun with eyes closed in idle 
and languid slumber. In the stillness I hear in every blade of grass, in every speck of dust, in 
every part of my own body, in the visible and invisible worlds, in the planets, the sun and the 
stars, the joyous dance of the atoms through endless time.” 
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So I wonder how much more joy we would each experience if we practiced darsan in our daily 
lives. Can we be truly present to the divine in all?  Our teal hymnal tries to capture this way of 
being and non-being in some of our new UU hymns, such as “we come from the fire, living in 
the fire, go back to the fire, turn the world around,” which we’ll sing shortly.  Among UUs it is 
often called being transcendentalist, among Hindus it is called darsan, but it is a way of being in 
the world, a way to find the joy, no matter what we call it.  I love you all dearly.  Amen and 
Blessed Be.
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