On Secularism
Secularism is an ideal philosophical term humans have coined and India, the greatest cradle of civilisations with its rich cultural heritage and the synthesising pot of all home-made and alien religious practices- has accepted, preached and practised co-existence admirably. Where else can one find a temple, church, mosque and more within 100mts of each other in all cities, at their main intersections, towns and even villages? The concept is unchallengeable but how one and all live in harmony has varied over centuries and will too, unless honest effort is made to understand, share and practise it as a desirable one and not trumpet as an ideology and be cantankerous and hostile when it touches the core. In such a context the educated and better informed have more responsibilities than others.
Practices, culture, rituals, belief, faith etc as humans progressed from jungle to agri-commune settlements were unavoidable and religion as a platform to bind these together, give credibility, enhance and transpose transcendentally to the almighty himself was a quantum leap all over the globe in each and every civilisation. Thus the concept was sound, its creed unquestionable and its need one of necessity to tame the devil and shrew.
Brilliant idea, but look at the mess they have made! Blame God or Satan for all those ills or ourselves for the lack of accommodativeness and adjustabilities?

The foetus grows from the genes, starts learning in the womb, is influenced by food and surroundings, eventually conditioned and programmed in the family, through education, friends and work-social mates. At adulthood it is still receptive but begins to question facts and fiction. In the formative and impressionable years discerning powers develop and grow as maturity occurs. And once one has learned and accepted, unlearning is a difficult challenge and reverting as born again, yet another transformation.

As such, it is not unsurprising that everyone will have an idea and opinion on religion and his/her view and interpretation of secularism. For, that was what growing up was all about, receiving and refining knowledge and as they say, catch them young to tutor in sports, academics, spiritualism and all that matters in life. Thus the endeavour and competitive approach to retain and enlarge religious influence and clout, even through right to life dictum in abject poverty so that mass support and growth is not curtailed.
Therefore the dilemma that confronts grown up knowledgeable individuals is to differentiate and determine which is better and make choices for their children in marriage. And the last of those aforesaid has been the toughest when in disharmony –for love knows no fences- abandoning, ostracising, disowning, disinheriting….what-else not? Quite simply such efforts imply that one could be better than the other, but in all fairness by definition God if at all there is, is in whatever form one would like to crystallise, is only ONE which indeed is the concept of all religions. The merciful, omnipotent, omniscient, forgiving, magnificent, all pervading ….whatever else. Then why are we at loggerheads on the religious front and drag it to the political one too?

Like civilisations: food, language, dressing, culture, systems that has evolved in different continents and pockets of them, Gods created and them empowered to protect and solve our woes are bound to be different in perception, conceptualisation and form in a multilingual world separated by time, distance and developmental progress in time-space. Isn’t the flavour of similar food cooked at different homes in the neighbourhood with same ingredients by the same method, and in hotels nearby different? Gods too thus. It is as simple as saying like creatures, birds, animals and humans, gods too are bound to be!
At first, self-realisation as a part of the micro-macrocosm and group realisation as the next step are the progressions expected of seeking souls. There is a time and place but. One sees what one seeks, for life and world is a reality of perceptions so say well researched scientists turned philosophers. The process of individual wanting to and able to stand aside from the id-ego-self and realise that everything is part of a whole as in singularity, whether of duality view or not, itself is a challenge that many in any religion are not able to traverse before they can confront group play as against role play. For we are all victims of circumstances –pre-destined as some say, and driven by forces that are entirely within our control, like atoms and parts of it in particle physics.
Few are those great who could and have realised these and took the lead and pains to share and explain the same to their clans and kingdoms beyond. Persecution was the first reaction of those entrenched in power as their hold on the populace was at risk. Wasn’t Galileo excommunicated and forgiven only after few centuries? Such is the strangle hold of those who had a head-start in capturing the minds of people and enslaving them through simple doctrines to seek solace from life’s struggles. Or were they too ill-informed and on a steep learning curve? For the Lord has said: “Forgive them, for they know not.” Do we know everything or is our ignorance more than our knowledge base?
Yes indeed, for the progress and growth we have had over the life span of humans when compared to that of mother earth, solar system, galaxies etc, we perhaps know only a miniscule of what exists. Our senses don’t suffice to gather and feed to the brain for analysis, conclusions and usage. The capacity of our brains to understand and assimilate is very limited, as scientists attribute everything they don’t know or unable to find out to dark matter. In that case, is that dark matter God or a part of God per religionists? Possible, as some Gods are portrayed in human forms and some others in darker versions. 
Much is conveyed through allegories with algorithms in Ithihasas, Puranas, Epics etc like The Testament, Bible, Mahabhratha, Ramayana…. Their interpretations have varied over time like the Old and New to suit the times of Rulers and the ruled. However they all convey same or similar concepts of the need to have faith, stand and up fight and pray for the success of good over evil with patience. After several years of research, the recently published Indianised Bible with a regional perspective has interpretations along with Gospels turning to Indian culture for matching concepts. Texts of Upanishads, Vedas, Budha, Manusmriti, Bhagavatam, Gandhiji, Mira Bai etc are cross-referred. Naturally it is not without controversies too. 
Salam Namaste a radio station in US is uniting Indians and Pakistanis when back home we are focused on anti-terrorism, skirmishes and accusations. Multi faith stickers in hospital prayer rooms, autos, buses etc are common and realisation is spreading at ground level. Perhaps divisive efforts are being recoiled against. Middle class are said to be visiting temples and shrines of all faiths. Schools and educational institutes are suitable for such indoctrination. More women at work, BPO, economic trickle down and mixed alliances are changing practices across the Indian landscape. 
Most religious celebrations synchronise with ephemeral solar/lunar/stellar transits –as chosen by erstwhile rulers- when farmers were free and had funds to spare. Don’t Christmas, Ramadan, Chinese New Year etc nearly coincide over precise periods? Prayers, hymns etc of any religion in any language incanted with correct intonation with faith and focused mind have the same soothing effect. It is for the individuals and group/sect leaders to understand and imbibe understanding in their folk so that peace and harmony can be worked towards.
Few who preached so have been misunderstood or else made life size gods, bestowed godly aura posthumously and given demi-god status. They were at best spiritualists being able to grasp, understand, know and achieve more than most and willing to pass on selflessly, bear the brunt and stand up to cross examinations and philosophical rational debates. Aristotle, Buddha, Sankaracharya, Vivekananda, to name a few. 
But what of them? Whether they wanted, deserved or not, most of them have been elevated in the human psyche to preceptors of Gods themselves for simpler blessings and problem solvings. Gurus we do need to educate and explain to us about Karma, Dharma, Moksha (salvation) etc as Artha we all are accustomed to. In the process, branches sprout from the main religious stem, break away fragmenting by setting off evolutionary steps in new cult and splinter group formations. This is not atypical of any dynamic religion in particular but has been widespread in Hinduism, Christianity and even in Buddhism. 
Once diverged, do they converge again for peaceful co-existence or break bridges, sour relationships, invade hamlets, split villages and turn saboteurs and terrorists often against their own brethren before crossing the oceans for conquests and settling scores? Haven’t all these occurred in our history? Apart from the crusades across Mediterranean, skirmishes along borders and internecine rivalries, Vaishnavites, Saivaites, Catholics, Protestants, Pentecostals, Syrian, Sunni, Shiite…it is endless. Colonisation, resource and sealane-protecting strategies, power grabbing and sharing, crony imperialism all have been offshoots of such efforts. Haven’t the far-flung Micronesians been converted by propaganda? Christianity has been able to spread far and wide on the strength of its voluntary service to the needy and suffering; Hinduism through philosophy, Buddhism through travellers’ tales and some others by aggression and economic associations.
The monarchy-spiritual nexus which inevitably developed and existed has been blamed for perpetuating religious, class and caste systems to some extent in the Indian sub-continent. Castes started out on vocational specialisation lines but soon got entrenched and in those days without the ruler and his elite, stratifying and changes could not have happened; hence the allegation. Catholic-Protestant split, its fall outs and trans-oceanic migrations were perhaps for the better than worse. Islam’s spread and its factitious fights have resulted in chaos and isn’t Iraq a symbol of such unsettled issues?
Israel as a mono-theistic nation state at peace with its core citizens is an odd example; but it is at the cost and risk of hatred, violence and terrorised relationship with those whom the holy land need be shared. What makes Israel a special case perhaps is the coming together of the persecuted and dispersed Diaspora. MAYFAIR again, in jets this time?!

As the rulers -be they sovereign monarch, dictator, autocrat or duly elected one, begin to kowtow the religious system and divide to shore up power, share the loot and justify their spiritual and temporal powers –apart from the derived one from the commons- trouble starts brewing on the political spectrum. Philosophies and ideologies merge, split and fragment, losing their rationale, engraining hatred amongst the subjects and citizens. Over time, such malady turns hostile and irreconcilable differences are precipitated.

In the post war scenario minerals, resources, labour and economy have become the competing factors. Religions’ strangle hold has been loosened and lost to certain extent. But in underdeveloped and some developing areas fanaticism’s ugly head has reared because of get rich quick policies and opportunities and its social fallouts. Iranian revolution and all that has followed in oil producing countries are apt examples.
One cannot blame the politicians for leveraging the current issues be it religious, caste, economy or whatever. The resurgent middle class with swing votes have become politically active. Thus apart from economy as the fundamental issue, religion and money have become principle based agenda that need be tackled. Business and money were always cosy bedfellows with politics, but wealth generation, spread and trickle down is causing churnings and shifts in the political milieu. Eventually it is all about power, clout and what can be got done with the arms of the government politicians can control.
Caste based politics is another variation that cannot be ignored. Without mollifying class sectors and bundling them together politicians stand no chance. Highly literate and educated Kerala has been a case in point for quite some time. But of late such issues have become predominant in the illiterate and widespread Hindi belt where much is at stake. The poor cannot be blamed for selling their votes when they are left out of the developmental gains and creating a caste-vote bank to serve their purpose at every stage and at all levels. 
Unlike comparatives in economy, politics et al, spiritualism, religions and Gods related to them are unifying concepts. A Rose by any other name is nothing but a rose. Mores, Morals, Ethics, Sayings, Maxims, Proverbs, Prayers all lead up the same path and allude the same THING, through different routes and methodologies though. We have no choice at birth and stick to the same through lifetimes. Given circumstances and choices few dare to change. For inter-marriages and rearing children, conversion is often dictated. 

However the poor, feeble and helpless have no choice. They are open to adoption, proselyte and adapt well to emancipate themselves from the clutches of Caste, Debt etc that ostracise them. This is unstoppable till equality and opportunity give a semblance of hope, courage and egalitarian sense. Religions and their rituals are mostly to encourage, remove fear, build confidence, give support during turmoil and troubled times. And it is when the mind is weak and susceptible that religion and God are called to seek and lean upon to share and download worries. Have courage and bear, all those will pass is the support, refrain and solace that can be given with a caveat of ` reap as you sow’ per karma or Newton. Repentance, atonement and forgiveness are common threads too. Are some religions more successful than others in this respect?
Take Shakespeare or astrologers with a bag of salt or not, human life spans have ups and downs, bad times follow good times and vice versa, like calm before and after the storm. It is under such circumstances that God and religion are called for even by the mighty, rich and the impoverished alike. They may be gullible at this stage and exploited by the system, priestly class, institution and of late governments themselves taking over temple trusts and running them like bureaucratic departments. Vatican is an example of independence, but once under any jurisdiction, vox populi and people’s will prevail and the treasury puts a palm in the till, appoints trustees, pays the priests and bags the net. 
With India on a march after liberalisation, the affinity of the growing lower middle class with religious streams is what has invited the politicians to look for vote bank and share the spoils as well. Power play at famous temple/shrines are such. The alternating power sharing through popular mandate based on anti-incumbency compels political parties of all hues to embark on missions to exploit religious divide whilst tongue twisting secularism to suit the circumstances; rabble rousers and demagogues filling the vacuum.
Thus in a truly secular country like India we are in grave peril of the system getting perpetuated with deep political divide on religious/caste lines. The clarion call is on the aware class to stymie the rot and guide the voters away from such disastrous course. The body, mind, soul trio need be well tamed and managed with sharp intellect. 

The coalition of politics, money and power is an heady concoction and when religion is used to catalyse the same, it becomes further polarised and would lead to irreversible paths causing mayhem, collapse of systems and eventually capture of power by one sect, persecution of the other and anarchy. Now is the time to act to restore secularism and tolerance in its true spirit.
