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Interview with Mr. Ramavallabh Pandit, 

resident priest of the SMS temple, June 25th, 2000

A retired career diplomat with the Indian Foreign Service and who formerly served at the Indian Embassy in Norway, Mr. Ramavallabh Pandit is the resident priest, or the Purohit, of the SMS temple in Slemmestad (SMS=Sanatan Mandir Sabha). He lives on the premises with his wife, and looks after the performance of the correct necessary daily temples rituals, such as the waking, washing and feeding of the Gods. Although not formally trained in theology or the priesthood (no such training exists in the Indian tradition), Mr. Pandit hails from a respected lineage of priests. He received his sacred thread at the age of 11 and eventually his training in the priestly duties from his father, Shri Murlidhar Shastri, who was the Purohit of the famous Bhadrinath Temple north of Rishikesh. Mr. Pandit says about his father that he was an eminent scholar of Sanskrit and Hinduism, and composed sacred plays and hymns in Sanskrit that are still in use at the Bhadrinath temple. Mr. Pandit’s grandfather, Shri Narhari Shashtri, was also known as an accomplished scholar of Hinduism and Sanskrit.

Before entering the Foreign Service, Mr. Pandit obtained his MA degree from Allahabad University with a master in “Ancient History, Culture and Archaeology”. He explains that although he has served the Indian Government throughout his professional career, God has been always been his real passion in life. 

From December 1998 to March 1999 he stayed with the SMS on 3-month tourist visas, serving the community with performance of the daily temple rituals and consultations.

On the grounds that Mr. Pandit is a religious specialist, and that his regular services are necessary for the function of the temple, the SMS board on his behalf applied for and obtained the required permanent residency permits from the Norwegian immigration authorities. Since the spring of 1999 he has been living on the premises of the temple on a permanent basis.

Mr. Pandit is always available to the Hindu community in the nearby towns and cities for performing rituals in their homes, for consultation and advice. These services are nearly exclusively concerned with ritual and religious matters. Members contact him quite regularly. The services he is asked to perform are rituals of all kinds, e.g. in connection with birth, name giving, the thread ceremony, and marriages. People may also ask him for advice about rituals that they can perform themselves. In addition he provides traditional astrological guidance, as well as replying to questions people may have about Hinduism. Of the many questions that people ask, he says that a typical one would be: “Why are we Hindus?” His answer is to explain that “Hindu” historically was a name given by foreigners as a designation for the religion of India, and that it linguistically is a development from Sindhu - the name of the river. Hindu therefore basically means a person from India. As temple priest, Mr. Pandit does not expect to be consulted for guidance and advice in personal matters in a fashion similar to how Christians might seek advice from a local priest. This role would be left to a personal guru, and in the case of young persons seeking advice, he says that this could lead to some resentment among parents that feel set aside. 

Among the duties of Mr. Pandit is to receive and show around Norwegian school children and students who visit the temple from time to time with their teachers. He patiently answers all their questions and gives them a brief introductory talk on Hinduism. For his services he receives a fixed salary (see under budget 2000) from the temple committee, as well as gifts from individuals. 
On his thoughts about young Hindus in Norway, Mr. Pandit’s impression is that they have a keen interest in their heritage. But their problem, he believes, is first of all that they suffer from a crisis of identity. “My task is to help tide them over this crisis and convince them about Hinduism”, he says. This has to be done in a way that fits their mentality and that they can understand. As long as they don’t convert to Christianity or Islam, it is imperative that they know what their roots are. 

“The fact is that they are not Indian, nor are they Norwegians. They are Indo-Norwegians. Since they live here, they must of course learn and understand the local customs. But they must also understand what Hinduism stands for”, he says. One of the things he tells the young is that they should look to the best in their heritage, while at the same time taking the advancements of the West e.g. regarding material comfort and make a synthesis of it. “But the sublimation of the soul comes from the east”, he says. “A Hindu should take a detached approach to sorrow and crisis, because we know that these tings come as they come. Another central set of Hindu values are love for one’s neighbour and fellow beings, values that all religions share.”

When I asked him what then remains of Hinduism if its central values more or less are the same that all religions share, Mr. Pandit sketched four interlinked doctrines which he sees as the doctrinal core of Hinduism if ritual was removed or weakened, as is often the case in diasporic Hinduism. These core doctrines are, according to Mr. Pandit:

1. The incarnation of God, as explained in the story of the 10 Avataras. Quoting from the Gita where Krishna recounts how God reveals himself from age to age,
 Mr. Pandit explained that the central point in this doctrine is the notion of the direct contact between God and man, as opposed to in Islam and Christianity, where God was mediated through the Prophet Muhammed or Jesus Christ. The Puranic incarnation sequence of the 10 Avataras is seen by Mr. Pandit as a parallel to the sequence of biological evolution, where the Matsya Avatar corresponds to the beginning of life in the ocean, the Kurma Avatar the amphibic stage, Varaha the stage of early land animals and so on. The similarity between the Puranic incarnations and the findings of science show that Hinduism has a rational base. 

2. Punarjanma - The doctrine of the transmigration of the soul, which indicates that the body is temporal and that the soul is eternal.

3. Karma - As only humans have the facility of karma, this doctrine indicates that only humans have opportunity through good deeds to work for and attain salvation, i.e. Moksha.

4. Moksha - the merging of man with God, which leads to freedom from suffering, bondage and death. 

Even if this last doctrine is not exclusive to Hinduism since it has similarities with the Christian notion of salvation, Mr. Pandit explains that it forms part of the set of four interconnected doctrines that primarily differentiate the Hindu heritage from other religions when the ritual aspect is removed.

The purpose of the rituals, he says, is to serve as an aid to us humans to remember God. For a person who can accomplish this purely through concentration of the mind, the rituals theoretically are unnecessary. But for others, he as a minimum recommends keeping the rituals of cleanliness and respect for Mother Earth. Rituals of cleanliness are important since they are concerned with not only with our physical appearance, but also with the functions of our inner body. The health of our inner body is affected by the diet, which should be of the right vegetarian kind. The third aspect of cleanliness concerns the purification of the soul from bad influences that can keep our thoughts away from God. 

Mother Earth should be respected since this is where we all ultimately come from, just as we all come from our parents. This ritual teaches us respect for all vegetation. I asked if he had considered whether that this ritual could be indirectly linked up with modern environmentalist ideas. His reply: “Our rishis saw this connection long before the concept of protecting the environment was understood by modern science”.

[The text of this interview has been submitted to and checked for factual correctness by Mr. Pandit].
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