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1. Introduction

,'Secularism" and "worldview" are both concepts that emerged

from outside of the territorial context of the Vedic faith. The

tools of thought and analysis that we use could be a limiting, sometimes

misguiding, factor. This is especially true in the spiritual domain. The

tendency to fit spiritual ideals into secular framework has limitations, not less

than its practical uses.

2. Vedic Faith and Secularism

The Vedic faith was not designed to be secular. It antedates the birth of

secularism. In fact, the Vedic faith would have averted the need for evolving

secularism. Historically, the secular worldview developed in the heat of the

religious wars in Europe. These wars were due in part to the dogmatic and

dominating spirit that Christianity happened to acquire within the western

culture. The conversion of Constantine to Christianity was the turning point

here. A reform spiritual movement within Judaism got totally transformed

into a state religion and got mixed up with the instruments of power.

Christianity, in its western models, is yet to recover from this spiritual

setback. The comparison between Jesus of Nazareth, who had nowhere to

lay down his head, and the pomp and power of Papacy borders on the

grotesque.

In contrast, the Vedic faith - which should not be equated with the sum

total of the popular version of Hinduism we see today - is by nature a

pluralistic vision that accommodates a variety of spiritual quests and

manifestations. The emphasis here is on spiritual values rather than religious

elaborations and prescriptions. The Vedas do not recognize the hegemony of

the priestly class. Pandits and Pontiffs would seem strange creatures within

its enlightened vision. The Vedas do not see truth and justice as the

monopoly of any class, caste or race. It is quintessentially a universal vision

that sees the whole of the human species as comprising one family. In that

respect it is also in harmony with the vision in the Bible that sees creation as
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Secularism and the Hindu Worldview

social justice. It mandates the creation of the conditions necessary to help all

people to develop and attain optimum quality of life. This also includes the

sacred duty to fight against the forces of injustice, oppression and

exploitation. Spirituality is the only source of empowerment for this sacred

mission.

It is an indictment of our secular-socialist political apparatus that in the

last 50 years very little progress has been made towards making social justice

a reality for millions of our citizens. This was largely because we have been

preoccupied with the trapping of religions. As a result we have become blind

and deaf to the demands of true spirituality. Escapist and ritualistic religious

establishments can close their eyes to the cry of the people; but spirituality,

which is a transforming engagement with the human predicament, cannot do

so without contradicting itself.

It is not for nothing that Ram is greatly revered in the Hindu pantheon.

He is the embodiment of dharma, or righteousness. In him we find the self-

surrender of the righteous ruler to the demands of dharma as well as the

refusal to compromise with the forces of evil. This sort of moral activism,

even absolutism, is essential for the health of a secular society. Secularism

should never mean the banishment of spirituality from the affairs of the State

or the life of the people. It should mean, on the other hand, the elimination of

religion-based conflicts and competitions that mar social harmony and

dissipate the energies of a nation. Communalism should be privatized;

whereas spirituality should be affirmed and propagated. The situation at the

moment is quite the reverse, though.

This was indeed the fundamental Vedic position, till it got mixed up

with the class interests of the rising priestly class on the one hand, and the

dogmatism and exclusiveness of other faiths. It was for this reason that

Swami Dayananda Saraswati issued the clarion call: "Back to the Vedas!"

Our approach towards creating a healthy secular society has been partial

and naive. Lack of a sense of history made us blind to the fact that the

secular society could work reasonably well in western societies because the

fundamental values of justice, equality and accountability had been already

well-entrenched in the culture and collective psyche of the people. Though in

theory secularism claimed to privatize religion, in actual practice the

instruments and institutions of secularism continued to function on the value
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