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Celebration, tradition and voices of modem day goddesses come together in this piece for a 
"feel" of Hinduism. The beauty of ritual, the strength of cultural norms and the pressures on faith 
traditions to adapt to the present all unfold through the stories of Hindu women. 

This piece is culled from one of the activities during the consultation on Women and Spirituality 
in Dhulikhel, Nepal, convened by Isis International-Manila and the Institute of Women's Studies of 
St. Scholastica's College (Manila) in March 1996. The consultation gathered women from India, 
Pakistan, Nepal, Korea, Malaysia, Thailand, and the Philippines who shared their experiences, 
rituals, differences and commonality in faith and spirituality. This "mountaintop" experience is being 
"captured" in a book featuring articles by renowned resource people, rituals from the various faith 
traditions, life experiences, discussions and drawings that will be released shortly. 

The major re l ig ions of the w o r l d — 
w h i c h p e r p e t u a t e p a r t i c u l a r 
t rad i t ions , systems of faith a n d 
w o r s h i p — a l l b e g a n t h e i r 
j o u r n e y s w i t h a m e s s a g e o f 
l iberat ion for a l l : female, as wel l 
as male , a n d a l l creat ion. De

sp i t e t h e s e n o b l e b e g i n n i n g s , o r g a n i z e d 
religions became i n s t rumen t s of oppress ion as 
well as l iberat ion, especial ly for women. In our 
patr iarchal societies, women have been soc ia l 
ized into worsh ipp ing more male images of God . 
This has led to women's deva luat ion by m e n i n 
society. The male image has become the n o r m 
and women sacrifice their own self esteem a n d 
value i n the process of belonging to a n organ
ized rel ig ion. 

In a sma l l gather ing of women over looking 
the majes t ic H i m a l a y a n m o u n t a i n range i n 

Nepal , we discovered, ce lebrated ou r esteem for 
the female a n d ou r female s p i r i t u a l i t y — i n d i 
v idua l ly and collectively. T h o u g h many of u s 
grew u p w i t h i n par t i cu la r re l ig ious tradi t ions 
(H indu , B u d d h i s t , C h r i s t i a n , I s lam, Confuc ian , 
etc.) a n d cont inue to carry ce r ta in beliefs, r i t u 
a ls , a n d pract ices , we found a c o m m o n bond 
i n ou r m u t u a l struggle to overcome the tradi
t i ons a n d pract ices that have oppressed our 
bodies, m i n d s a n d spir i ts . We sought to con
front our own i l lus i ons , unt ie the tethers that 
b i n d a n d l iberate the voices of the goddesses 
w i t h i n us . 

The fo l l owing r i t u a l s were c onduc t ed i n 
Nepal by Dr . Angur B a b a J o s h i , a H i n d u scholar 
f rom Nepal . It h ighl ights aspects of the H i n d u 
t rad i t i on , w h i c h recognizes more t h a n 33 m i l 
l i on gods a n d goddesses as representat ions of 
the sp ir i t of the "u l t imate t r u t h " or G o d that 
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resides i n each a n d every one of us , female 
a n d male , an ima l s , p lants , m inera l s , p l an 
ets a n d space—seen a n d u n s e e n . It i s a 
"weaving together" of parts of a H i n d u Puja 
or worsh ip . 

The a l t a r i s prepared . In the 
center is a p ic ture of the God 
dess Durga , a n d about th is , a 
var ie ty of p la tes l aden w i t h 
f l owers a n d l eaves , p a i n t s 
(yellow a n d red), food (fruits, 
rice a n d yogurt) , and a very 

sma l l p i t cher of water . The a l ta r a lso has 
other elements needed for the r i tua l on h a n d : 
a sma l l rope, a s m a l l be l l , incense, a n d two 
spec ia l cand l e ho l d e r s—the f irst w i t h one 
wick, the other w i th five w i cks , a l l essent ia l 
to the r i tua l . A n d the r i t u a l begins. . . 

Angur: Th i s is a prayer for u l t imate t r u t h , 
un iversa l t r u t h a n d u l t imate real i ty that is 
God . 

Chant: (translated) 1 bow down to y o u , the 
ul t imate real ity, the u l t imate t r u t h , who has 
entered every par t of my body, my m i n d , my 
c o n s c i o u s n e s s a n d everywhere , a n d w h o 
makes me do wha t I do, per You r w i l l . I bow 
down to you . 

Angur: In H i n d u i s m , ou r Puja begins w i th the-
fol lowing phrase w h i c h i s a n acknowledgment 
that " a l l th ings are permeated by God , " who
ever that God is . Y o u c a n ca l l G o d Chr i s t , A l l ah , 
D h a r m a , whatever. That ' s the s tar t ing point . 
The m i n d , your consc iousness , has the biggest 
role to play. Imagine invok ing the presence of 
that u l t imate t r u t h i n the form of D u r g a be
cause we're a l l women a n d we're promot ing and 
advoca t i ng the c a u s e , s t r e n g t h , c a p a b i l i t y , 
equa l i ty a n d empowe rmen t of w o m e n i n a l l 
forms. 

INDEPENDENCE 
The Voice pf Tradition: No th ing m u s t be done 
independently by a g i r l , by a y o u n g w o m a n , or 
even by an aged one, even i n her own house. 
In ch i ldhood, a female m u s t be subject to her 
father; i n y ou th , to her h u s b a n d ; a n d w h e n her 
lord is dead, to her sons; a w o m a n m u s t never 
be independent. (Manu V , 147-148) 

Angur Baba Joshi explaining the puja 

Voice of a Modern-Day Goddess: I was mar 
r ied at the age of 11. Today, a l though there is a 
law aga inst ch i l d marr iages , these s t i l l take 
place i n the r u r a l areas of Nepal . M y h u s b a n d , 
who was 12 years old w h e n we marr i ed , wou ld 
go to school and then teach me w h e n he came 
back. He taught me mathemat i cs , h is tory , ge
ography, Eng l i sh and other th ings 1 sought to 
know. We dreamt a beaut i fu l d ream. . . to be 
the first nuc lear phys ic i s ts i n Nepal . M y h u s 
band d id i n fact become Nepal 's f irst nuc l ea r 
phys ic is t . 1 was not al lowed to cont inue , be
cause as a female, I c ou ld not enter the science 
laboratories. The human i t i e s was the only pa th 
open to me. Instead of s tudy ing together w i th 
my h u s b a n d , I became a po l i t i ca l scient ist a n d 
lawyer instead, and th is pa ined me very m u c h . 

Chant: I invoke the presence of a l l the sacred 
waters of Nepal a n d India. . . a n d everywhere. 

Angur: I spr ink le the water, place the colors . 
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flowers, leaves, a n d the rope a r o u n d the image 
of the Goddess Durga . Now, the whole atmos
phere, the place of Puja is puri f ied. 

PURITY 
Voice of Tradition: A w o m a n is cons idered 
unc l ean when she menst ruates and after giv
ing b i r th . The M a r k a n d e y a P u r a n a says that 
even her glance at a person makes that person 
unc l ean . Speak ing to her sul l ies one. Food that 
she touches m u s t not be eaten. She is to be 
shut away from h u m a n sight. "A person who 
touches her becomes impure and untouchab le 
a n d is puri f ied only by a ba th . " (Manu V, 85) 
Even though women are va lued for their abi l i ty 
to produce a son, the physio log ica l aspects of 
that creat ive power are cons idered unc l ean . 
There fore , w o m e n requ i r e pu r i f i c a t i on on a 
month l y bas is by a process of separat ion and 
r i tua l ba th ing . 

Voice of a Modern-Day Goddess: 1 remember 
one very di f f icult time—1 was put i n our cow 
shed when 1 had my first menstruat ion and kept 
i n there for 15 days. 1 couldn ' t touch anyth ing , 
I couldn ' t prepare food. I had to stay i n the dark 
a n d I wasn ' t a l lowed to see any men . I wasn't 
even al lowed to go to school . At the time of my 
first mens t rua t i on , there was a big fest ival—a 
festival l ike C h r i s t m a s for Chr i s t i ans . That time 
of the year is filled w i th festivals, unfortunate ly 
for me because d u r i n g my first three mens t rua 
t i o n p e r i o d s , w h i l e e v e r y o n e e l se w a s 
ce lebrat ing, I was kept i n the cow shed. When 
1 asked my mother why th is was happening , 
she sa id , "Th i s i s the t rad i t ion , th is is the way 
we have to be pur i f i ed . " I wept and wept. I've 
decided 1 w i l l not do th is to my own daughter. 

Angur: 1 invoke the Goddess Durga , symbol of 
the representat ion of the u l t imate t r u t h , and 
who represents a l l 33 m i l l i o n gods and god
desses that s tand for the different inc l ina t ions 
a n d apt i tudes of ind i v idua l s i n the wor ld . Be
fitting every apt i tude, they are a l l j u s t the same, 
none h igher or bigger. It's a l l the same, j u s t 
different representat ions. For example, I'm a 
daughter to my mother , I'm a wife to my h u s 
b a n d , I'm a mother to my son, different but the 
same. 

^ 1 ^ 

PURPOSE 
Voice of Tradition: W o m a n serves no purpose 
when her h u s b a n d is dead. She who lives w i th
out her h u s b a n d lives a miserable life . . . Death 
is preferable to one who has lost her husband . 
She who lives even for a moment after being 
s e p a r a t e d f r om h e r h u s b a n d — t h a t s i n f u l 
woman , lives i n great misery and i n hel l . (Adi 
Parwa I, 121:20) 

Voice of a Modern-Day Goddess: I recently 
lost my dear h u s b a n d . He was so close to me, 
and we shared a happy life for more than hal f a 
century . I saw a b i rd par t ing from my life. I 
asked myself, "What shou ld I do? Do I stop eve
ry th ing altogether or shou ld 1 cont inue to live 
my life?" I had to make that dec is ion. My hus 
band was a very sp i r i tua l m a n . He would tell 
me about the universe, one solar system, one 
little ear th , one little country , one little capital , 
one l ittle house, one little room, and one little 
you a n d me. One is there for the other. You 
know, i n that context, he wou ld tel l me about 
the inf inity of t ime, the inf inity of the universe. 
So 1 thought that maybe we are alive i n that 
one little place w i th God's grace. My guru was 
there w i th me when my h u s b a n d died. He is 
gu id ing me in my sp i r i tua l pa th . Now, I see 
mysel f as a flower, b looming w i th in , b looming 
outside a little bit also. 

Chant: Durga , please come a n d stay here whi le 
1 do Puja. 

Angur: We put water, flowers, dugo—a green 
leaf s im i l a r to evergreen p ine needles i n ap
pearance, and the other e lements at the holy 
feet of Durga . 

One character is t i c of dugo is that it never 
dies. It is h ighly esteemed, and a gar land made 
of dugo is a lways used i n ausp i c i ous occasions. 
1 preserved the dugo gar land from my marriage 
for 25 years. 1 used to dip it into the water over
night and the next day it would look fresh again. 
Symbo l i ca l l y , dugo represents the deathless-
ness of life. 

(Angur l ights the incense a n d r ings the bell.) 

Now Goddess is very happy . We close our eyes 
and imagine that the Goddess Durga is here, 
enjoying the fruit a n d the sweets we have of
fered. There is no res t r i c t i on about the qual i ty 
or quant i ty of food to offer. 
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Angur Baba Joshi puts the til<a on the author's forehead during one of the mountaintop Puja 

Chant: It doesn't matter , what it is you have. 
What mat ters is that y o u present it to me w i th 
a pure heart . 

Angur: The Goddess i s beaut i fu l as she is a n d 
it is our c h i l d i s h attempt to make her more so 
wi th the very e lements w h i c h she has created 
for us . 

E Q U A L I T Y 

Voice of Tradition: The U p a n i s h a d s of H i n d u 
l i terature a n d sacred texts depict a male-female 
equal ity, especial ly i n re lat ion to creat ion. One 
god alone, the Creator , was inadequate; crea
t i on r equ i r ed a she-god a n d a he-god, after 
w h i c h a l l the beings of creat ion came into ex
istence. 

Voice of a Modern-Day Goddess: In H i n d u 
i s m , we believe everything is sacred. A l l l i v ing 

things i n nature are gods a n d goddesses. We 
worship rivers, snakes , s u n , moon , trees,, eve
rything—because that is respect ing nature, that 
is respecting God. Matter i tsel f is a god or god
dess, and the beings i n th is wor ld are gods a n d 
goddesses. Siva is a m a n , K a l i and D u r g a are 
women. Therefore, we ourselves are gods and 
goddesses. I started t h i n k i n g , pe rhaps I'm a 
goddess w i th supe rna tu ra l powers. God gave 
b i r th to creat ion, I gave b i r t h to my c h i l d r e n — 
I have the power of creat ion. W h e n my ch i l d r en 
ask, "What is God?" , I answer , "I a m God , you 
are God . " Respect ing the dignity of l i fe—that is 
religion to me. That is how I came to work for 
people, the disadvantaged, the down-hearted. 
My work has become my form of worsh ip . 

Angur: We sit here w i th our pure hearts de
voted to the u l t i m a t e t r u t h i n the form of 
Goddess Durga . A n d we offer her these h u m 
ble presents wh i c h she has bestowed on u s . 
We imagine that she's enjoying it, that she's 
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bless ing u s a n d a s k i n g u s to purify ourselves 
further a n d be as empowered as she is. E m 
powerment w i th a lack of pur i ty is impossib le . 
The purer y ou are, the more empowered you 
are. We close our eyes a n d imagine that God 
dess D u r g a is here r ight by our side a n d she's 
shower ing b less ings on us . 

Chant: For our outs ide prosper i ty i n the wor ld 
a n d for our inne r peace and happ iness . Inner 
peace a n d happ iness , here and now, and be
y o n d . 

The Voice of Tradition: "The teacher is ten 
t imes more venerable t han a sub-teacher, the 
father a h u n d r e d t imes more t han the teacher, 
but the mother a t housand t imes more t h an 
the father." (Manu II, 145) 

Voice of a Modern-Day Goddess: In H i n d u 
i s m , the cus toms are what we live w i th . A n d 
r ight from the beg inning , I've been quest ion ing 
some of them a n d t ry ing to change th ings i n 
my own little way. The beauty about these c u l 
t u r a l pract ices is that nobody stops you and 
says, " H a ! , what are you doing?" There is so 
m u c h space that we don't use. 

For example, t rad i t iona l ly , gir ls cannot per
form death r i tes. We are not even supposed to 
t ouch the dead body, nor carry this . Only men 
are al lowed to do these th ings . B u t for my moth
er's a n d the three other deaths in my family, 1 
was one of those who carr i ed the body and no
body stopped me. They tr ied to stop me and 
sa id , "Daughter , daughter , you know girls don't 
do th i s . " I sa id , "Never m i n d , I d id th is to them 
w h e n they were alive, I feel l ike do ing it now." 
Nobody sa id any th ing after that. Later on , i n 
fact, 1 heard many of them even appreciated 
what I had done. We have th is space w h i c h we 
don't use. We ourselves are hesi tant . We begin 
to doubt whether our loved one w i l l go to heaven 
if we t ouch the body. A lot of it I find is our 
prob lem, we have interna l i zed these things. 

Angur: Because we live i n th is mater ia l wor ld , 
we canno t a lways give the fullest possible re
spect to the Goddess at a l l t imes. What we are 
do ing now is a sk ing her to r ema in , prevalent 
a l l over, w i t h i n and wi thout , a n d to please ex
cuse us that we sha l l not be able to ma in t a in 
th is concent ra t i on always. 

Chant: Whatever I do, by my m i n d , my words, 
my body, by my na tu ra l inc l inat ions also, what
ever 1 do, oh Goddess , 1 present it a l l to you. It 
is not me do ing it, it is y ou work ing through 
me. 

(Angur prepares the tika or b less ing, m ix ing the 
yogurt, pa int and rice into a st icky paste.) 

C u s t o m dictates that the person who has done 
the Puja has to wear the tika first a n d then give 
it to the others. 

(Angur puts the paste on the forehead of a l l 
the women.) 

Chant: Let your phys i ca l body be very heal thy 
always, and your m i n d be always cheerful and 
peaceful. May you be a lways able to serve the 
needy, a n d may you live for a h u n d r e d years. 

Angur: W i th the b less ing of Goddess, 1 pray for 
a l l of y ou , that what I do now guide a l l of us , 
phys ica l ly , mental ly , inte l lectual ly , and sp i r i tu 
al ly. That we may a l l , together, be able to serve 
the needy in the name of God , who is blessing 
us , as we work as God's ins t ruments . May God
dess D u r g a bless us a l l . 

Pos t c r ip t : The c e l e b r a t i o n / r i t u a l c o n c l u d e d 
w i th l oud shouts of praise from the Nepalese 
women. Clear ly , they felt alive a n d regenerated. 
So d id the others. The mood was electrifying, 
despite the ch i l ly early m o r n i n g m o u n t a i n air. 
A Nepalese sister tu rned to me a n d said, "You 
look beaut i fu l w i th the t ika . Whether it was this 
or the sense of belonging and gratitude for life 
that 1 felt as we celebrated the presence of God 
i n the form of Goddess Durga , I don't know. 
Wha t I do know is that something d id happen 
to me d u r i n g the ce l ebra t i on because I felt 
b eau t i fu l ! ^ 

Nancy Pearson Arcellana, M.S.W. is an American who 
has lived and worked in the Philippines for the past six 
years—five years under the Mennonite Central Commit
tee working with streetchildren and the National Council 
of Churches in the Philippines—and in the past months, 
as the Research Officer for Isis International-Manila. 
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