HINDU BUDDHIST HARMONY

Nepal is probably the only country where Hinduism and Buddhism have co-existed continuously since very early times. In India, Buddhism died out in the 12th century with the rise of the Muslims whereas, in the extended countries such as Burma, Thailand and Indochina, only Buddhism has survived. Celibacy in Buddhist monks is normal in all the other countries, whereas, in Nepal the practice of celibacy among monks gradually disappeared with the ascendancy of Tantric Buddhism.

Although looking at the worship of common deities, the similar pantheon of gods, similar rituals and identical temple architecture it would appear the two religions remained in harmony since early times, in reality there was tension between the two religions at various periods of history. Vrisadeva, the early Lichchavi king is believed to have committed self sacrifice and his grandson Dharmadeva was killed by his son Manadeva because of their Buddhist leanings. Only their deaths could pacify the opposing groups. Also the mass translocation of the Buddhist viharas from Chabahil-Gokarna area to Patan during the Lichchavi period suggests such a movement was made probably for security reasons as Patan was mainly a Buddhists town. Conflicts can also be deduced from the fact that religious texts of the two religions tried to belittle each other’s gods and their deeds. Legends tell about Sankaracharya’s persecution of Buddhists and the merciless revenge of the Buddhamargis. The later Lichchavi kings, the Thakuris and the Mallas all favored Hinduism, although they continued to contribute to Buddhist viharas and temples as well. For example Amsuvarman, a Sivite, extended patronage to Buddhists and also built a vihara. Later Malla kings also repaired both Hindu temples and Buddhist viharas. Buddhism saw a brief revival in the 12th century when the Buddhist teachers fled India and brought along their texts and made Nepal a centre for Buddhist learning. Thereafter, with the rise of Jayasthitimalla and the Gorkhalis Buddhism saw a continuous decline in Nepal, further exacerbated by the caste system among the Buddhists and the growing popularity of Vajrayana. However, in spite of the marked bias at the level of the ruling elite, there was much more tolerance and harmony among the common people of the two religions.

Both religions believe in “karma” and rebirth of the soul. Both seek release from the endless chain of rebirths by achieving “nirvana” or “moksa”. Despite Buddhas teaching to the contrary, Nepali Buddhists have a caste system similar to the Hindus. After the advent of Mahayana Buddhism both share a similar pantheon of gods and goddesses who have the same conceptual basis, have similar iconic forms and are worshiped in much the same manner e.g. Siva-Avalokiteshwara, Parvati-Tara, Indra-Bodhisattva Vajrapani, Brahma-Bodhisattva Maitreya, Bhairav-Mahankal etc. Brahmanical gods which were long established and popular were incorporated in the Mahayana pantheon, their duties similar to the gods they were derived from (Slusser, 1982). As a result the two religions have similar cultural practices and rituals.

Both the religions were influenced by Tantrism, which did not introduce any fundamental philosophical principles but it radically changed the rituals. Buddhist schools that incorporated tantric ideas and principles were known as Vajrayana. Vajra denotes thunderbolt and diamond. The thunderbolt signifies the flash of intuitive light of perfection (siddhi) and the diamond symbolizes the indestructible quality of the doctrine. The vajra, commonly held by Vajrayana deities, has been borrowed from the Vedic rain god Indra (Slusser, 1982).

Tantric practice places emphasis on the supremacy of the female principles, probably an continuation of the older cult of the Mother Goddesses. According to Hindu tantras shakti emanates from the female principle which activates all matter. In Buddhism it is the male symbol which is considered active. But it is common practice in both the religions to apply the term shakti to all goddesses. Tantric deities of both religions have both fierce and passive manifestations. They are multi-headed, multi-limbed and have similar attributes.

Following the introduction of Tantrism in Buddhism, it came to be dominated by priests like in Hinduism. This became even more entrenched as the caste system which was practiced by the Hindus was also introduced among the followers of Buddhism. The selection of a leader or the priest was no longer determined by religious knowledge but by heredity and caste. The earlier monastic Buddhism, where the monks and nuns remained celibate, was replaced by married priests who were responsible for performing religious rituals.   

The two religions have often been syncretic. Certain gods are worshiped by followers of both religions. All Nepalis worship Pasupati, Bhagawati, Rato Machendranatha, Ganesa, Hanuman, Indra and many other minor deities. Navadurgas (nine durgas) and Astamatrikas (eight mothers) are universally worshiped. Similarly, Vajrayoginis or Vidhyasvaris are equally revered as mothers (mais) or grandmothers (ajima). By the 6-7th century AD Buddha was inducted into the Hindu pantheon as one of the 10 incarnations of Vishnu. The two religions also worshiped the same gods but as different deities. Jalasayana Narayan at Budhanilkantha is worshiped as Vishnu by the Hindus but as a form of Buddha by the Buddhists. Guhyeswori is worshiped by the Hindus as a form of Durga while the Buddhists believe her to be Prajnaparamita, Agniyogini or Nairatma. The tantric Buddhist deity of Mahankal is considered by the Hindus to be a form of Siva. Once a year on kartik sukla astami Pasupati is adorned with a Bodhisattva crown and worshiped as Avalokiteshwara. Changu Narayan is worshiped by the Buddhists as Bodhisattva Avalokiteshwara. Hindus worship Machendranath while the Buddhists worship him as Avalokiteshwara. The Buddhist goddess Hariti, goddess of smallpox, is worshiped by the Hindus as Sitala Mai.

A very peculiar syncretism of the religions is seen in the worship of the Kumari. Kumari, the virgin manifestation of Durga, is worshiped in the body of a Buddhist (Sakya) girl and her shrine is a vihara. Kumari Ghar has Kumari’s personal shrine on the top floor, principle deities of the Five Tathagatas on the ground floor and an agama on the first floor. Hindu priests (Karmacharya, Achaju) are in charge of her installation, Dasain activities and nitya puja while Vajracharyas worship her daily and play a leading role in her chariot festival. The Kumari festival is participated in by people of both religions. Everyone also participates in the festivals of Indra Jatra and Machindranatha Jatra. During the festival of Indra Jatra Bares officiate as priests and Buddhist Newars assist in celebration.

Bagh Bhairav of Kirtipur is worshiped by both Hindus and Buddhists. The main icon is of clay and covered by a silver mask. When the icon is damaged, it is repaired or replaced by a Vajracharya priest who collects clay from seven places around the shrine of Mhaipi, between Paknajol and Balaju.

The shared religious philosophy of the two religions has led to common temple forms. However, the majority of Buddhist religious buildings comprise of viharas and chaityas while Hindu religious buildings primarily comprise of free standing temples with various types of roofs. While all the major Hindu temples are tiered temples, some of the prominent tiered Buddhist temples are the two tiered Machindra temples at Kathmandu and Patan, the three tiered Vajrayogini temples at Pharping and Sankhu, temple of Mahankal and Taradeo at Itumbahal. Temples built into the sides of Buddhist viharas display the same features as that of the Hindu tiered temples. 

There are many shikhara type Hindu temples but few Buddhist ones. One of the most prominent and beautiful shikahara Buddhist structure is the Mahabouddha temple at Patan. Two shikhara temples dedicated to Vajrayana deities exist at Swayambhu. The free standing shikhara housing Machindranath (Padmapani Lokeswara) the kwapa-dya of Bunga Baha at Bungamati is another rare example. The Lon Degah (stone temple) built in 1664 and the Sakyamuni Buddha Mandir (1649) at Kirtipur are other good examples of Buddhist shikhara temples. Unlike the Hindu temples, no large domed Buddhist temples exist, but the number of small Buddhist shrines with dome roofs are innumerable. Both religions also have open shrines of deities but this practice is more common for Hindu gods.  

