Discuss the relationship between the self and God as understood by the different schools of Vedanta philosophy.
This essay will explore the different schools of Vedanta philosophy by examining how each school understands and expresses their relationship with God. Initially, a definition of Vedanta philosophy will be made, identifying who the different schools are and where they originate. Analysing their different origins and time periods will offer an understanding of how each one evolved in accordance with outside cultural influences and political changes.
Discussing how each school defines and expresses their relationship with God, gives a greater understanding of how and why the different schools formed and why Vedic philosophy evolved from exclusive knowledge to all-inclusive knowledge. Investigating both the instructions for building a relationship between the self and God alongside the origins of each school (Deutch, 1969) (Klostomaier,2007) will offer insight into the different Vedanta schools and the relationships that existed between the self and God, highlighting the differences and similarities within each Vedantic school of thought. Contemporary Hindu authors of Vedic philosophy will provide an understanding from an ascetic Vaishnava’s perspective.
[bookmark: _Hlk42893229]The study will conclude that there was a need for change and several diverse Vedanta schools were established in order to accommodate the cultural traditions that were steadily amalgamating as a result of migration and growing population. The changes in social and political structures forced this development in Vedanta philosophy as the exclusivity was left behind, access to scriptures and spiritual mentors allowed lower castes to conduct puja in their own homes with their own personal deities. The growing number of deities allows for a personal relationship with God to develop as each deity comes with their own attributes to suit the very different natures of each devotee. There are over thirty million Hindu Demi Gods. 

                [image: ]                       [image: ]   Pictured above are the five founders of the different schools of Vedanta philosophy. Pictured on the left (clockwise); Shankaracharya, Ramanujacharya, Madhvacharya, Nimbarcacharya                                                       Chaitanya Mahaprabhu is pictured on the right.

                  [image: ]Above are five different schools of Vedanta. Below is a timeline of when each of the Vedanta schools were established.

                    [image: ]
 An essential pillar within Vedanta philosophy is the unity of existence and the fundamental relationship between God, the self and creation. In Sanskrit anta means conclusion so Vedanta literally means ‘the conclusion of the Vedas’. The different schools of Vedanta began to emerge during the late Vedic period when the Upanishads were written.
 The Upanishads are the last layer of the early Vedas Brahma section, and are centred around Moksha, which is liberation from the perpetual cycle of birth and death. This is said to be achieved by renouncing all sense gratification and material possessions. Hindus are beginning to yearn for a more personal relationship with God in hope of ending karmic reactions from fruitive activities (samsara) and attain liberation from the temporary pain and pleasures of the material world. 
In the very early Vedic period, people could only form a relationship with God via the Brahmanas; the knowledge they imparted was exclusive to the priestly caste as were the religious rituals performed. After examining the very distant relationship people had with God during the early Vedic period, we see that towards the late Vedic period (500-0 BCE) the focus was on Varnashrama dharma. With the emphasis on dharma, all members of society are expected to perform religious rituals and fulfil their religious duty in order to maintain cosmic order. As cultural diversity grew the relationship Hindus had with God became increasingly inclusive and very personal. All schools focused on the liberation of the soul from the temporary body so that the eternal soul could form a personal relationship with God via their religious and worldly duties. Many different sects were forming and the Trimurti (Hindu trinity) were not the only principle deities. Vishnu alone has ten different incarnations, whichever incarnation the devotee is attracted to the most they worship and serve as their Supreme Lord. Lord Krishna is worshipped as The Supreme Godhead within the Achintya Bhedabheda Vedanta school. 
Advaita Vedanta is the school of non-dualism and was founded by Shankaracharya. The results of dharmic study depends on the rituals being performed and how consistently they are performed (Klostemaier 2007). However, whilst exploring Brahma’s nature results in Moksha it is not entirely dependent on ceremony. Ignorance is seen as the root of all evil, so it is important for Hindus of this Vedanta school to fully realise God and not just know about God in order to attain the supreme goal of complete comprehension, resulting in the  destruction of ignorance and the seed of transmigration. Advaita Vedanta teaches that the material world is an illusion and that Brahma, and the higher self are one. Brahma is said to be nirguna; omnipresent and without distinction like the rays of the sun for example. ‘Advaita philosophy is more than a philosophical system, it is also a practical guide to spiritual experience.’ (Deutsch 1969)
[bookmark: _GoBack]Visistadvaita was founded by Ramanujacharaya and within this Vedanta school Brahma was regarded as saguna; God has a form like the sun itself as opposed to the formless rays of the sun (nirguna). According to Ramanuja’s teachings the material world is real and the atma and paramatma have a body soul relationship. Vishnu is regarded as the Supreme creator and most Hindus want to develop a relationship with Vishnu. The Hindus who follow this school of thought are known as Vaishnavas. Half of the worlds one billion Hindus are Vaishnavas however, in the early rig Vedas He was considered a minor deity and often paired with Indra. During the classical period at the turn of the era Vishnu becomes a principle deity. The soul dwelling in the body is regarded as being controlled by the body and the mind which is to be permanently fixed on God; the soul is the part and God is the whole, this is fundamental to Visistadvaita.
However, Dvaita Vedanta, founded by Madhvachariya, believe there is a distinction between God and the self as the name and form are different. The physical body is purely a servant of God. Madhvachariya teaches that we are all different from one another and God is separate and the supreme ruler of all.

                            [image: ]
                                                                                                                                                                                            
Pictured above are the three principle deities within Hinduism collectively known as the Trimurti or Hindu trinity. From left to right; Brahma = The creator, Vishnu = The maintainer, Shiva = The destroyer  
Within the various Hindu sects, the greatest number are devoted to Lord Vishnu and are referred to as Vaishnavas. Vaishnavas are non-dualistic and part of the bhakti movement. Vishnu has ten incarnations in total, nine of which have already manifested. The tenth incarnation is Kalki, who is yet to manifest. Of all Vishnu’s incarnations Rama and Krishna are the most popular. Pictured below on left are Rama and His eternal consort Sita and pictured right are Krishna and His eternal consort Radha. Vishnu translates as, ‘to spread out in all directions.’








  [image: ]     [image: ]   
From 500 BCE through to the classical period there was a distinct growth in sectarian worship. Over half of the one billion Hindus around the world are Vaishnavas. In the early Rig Vedas Vishnu was a minor deity that was often coupled with Indra. Vishnu grows into a principle deity at the turn of the era. The Gupta dynasty (320 CE – 520 CE) patronised Vishnu worship. The twelve alvars who were traveling saints that glorified Vishnu through song and poetry, they had a great influence on Madhavacharya and Ramanuja and were crucial in Vaishnavism’s popularity with an emphasis on bhakti. Gaudiya Vaishnavism was established in Bengal, developing in medieval times.  
Central to the Vedanta schools are the Upanishads and the Puranas which are the last layer of the Vedas and focus on Moksha. They are regarded as a spiritual handbook for the common man. There are 108 Upanishads and 18 Puranas in total and they offer a guide to acquiring knowledge to attain liberation from birth and death by renouncing material life and concentrating on devotional service, bhakti was ever-present with the growth of Hindu theism  (The Vedanta School of Philosophy - Hindu Temples Of India @ New Kerala .Com, 2020) The Puranas concentrated on the epics; The Ramayana and The Mahabharat, known collectively as The Itihasa. The Puranas came slightly later than the epics which classify the pastimes of each deity and are often referred to as the fifth Veda. Documenting the rise in theistic traditions are also characterised by the extensive growth in temple construction. While Vedic religion in its own age and time a ‘complete’ tradition, it was later overlaid by Puranic Hinduism and by later philosophical and socio-political developments (Klostomaier 2007). The Puranas contain essential information for understanding the main theistic traditions. The Mahabharata with over100,000 verses is the longest poem in the world and the most widely read section is The Bhagavad-Gita (God’s song). Before the 19th century it was only read by the well-educated. Its popularity is a recent phenomenon. Having been inserted in the Mahabharat later however, it still stands alone as an anthology of the battle of Kurukshetra. Arjun is faced with the dilemma of killing opposing family members during an epic battle. Lord Krishna is his charioteer and He reveals His true form as Supreme Lord. Reminding Arjuna that he is duty bound as a Kshatriya to fight in battle Lord Krishna supports Arjunas reconciliation with worldly duty and dharma. Krishna reminded Arjuna that the path of devotion is bhakti yoga which transcends dharma and worldly duties, choosing instead to serve God. The Rathayatra festival is held each year all over the world and enormous chariots are pulled through the streets with deities of Lord Jaganath (incarnation of Krishna) Balarama (Krishna’s brother) and Subhadra (Krishna’s sister) seated on the chariots. It is said that if a devotee pulls the chariot, they will achieve moksha. However, the supreme goal of Vaishnavas is not only to attain moksha but to remain in direct loving service to God and Goddess for all eternity. 
The Ramayana is a love story that details the relationship between Ram and Sita. It is very popular amongst Hindus because it is a straight-forward love story. Many versions exist within the different traditions and it is was in circulation after the Bhagavad-Gita during the first century CE. The emphasis is more on dharmic duty as Ram and Sita are said to be the perfect example of a man and woman, son and daughter, king and queen. Vishnu’s Ram incarnation is still very popular today and a Rama Lila festival is attended by thousands of devotees every year (Dutt, 1976).
The Achintaya Bhedabheda school was founded in the 16th century by Sri Chaitanya Mahaprabhu. He is regarded by Vaishnavas as a dual incarnation of both Radha and Krishna. He is said to be Krishna with Radha’s complexion and mood and His purpose was to distribute the holy name and inform the world that surrender to the holy name is all that is needed to achieve liberation from the material world and it is meant for everyone not just the ruling classes or men because we are all equal souls. All the schools of Vedanta have an unshakable commitment to seeking the spiritual truth via one’s beliefs, realizations and personal revelations. The utmost respect is always given to the Guru that imparts the knowledge to their student and the scriptures where the insights are obtained. Whatever path a Hindu takes whichever Vedanta school they acknowledge a fervent devotion and sincere gratitude to whomever they regard as their supreme deity. Devotees of each Vedantic school may disagree on many points however, they are unanimous in their pursuit of spiritual truths that invite eternal happiness free from material bondage. All Hindus are free to choose the tradition that will enable them to achieve their spiritual goal. Vedanta schools offer a choice of tradition that makes them the happiest on their spiritual quest to serve The Lord and attain Moksha.
[image: ]Left is a photo taken at the Ram Leela festival in Trinidad. Rama fought the 10 headed demon Ravana, who was a dedicated devotee of Lord Siva. Lord Siva pleased with his devotion granted him great strength that he used to try and defeat Lord Rama. 


                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   [image: ]     
Above is the Rathayatra (festival of chariots) in Puri. Deities of Lord Jagannatha (Krishna), Balarama (Krishna’s brother and Subhadra (Krishna’s sister) are seated on the chariot senior devotees travel with them on the chariot pulled by the crowd.


Below is a photo taken at the Rathayatra festival in Cardiff. The chariot is pulled by ropes, senior devotees perform puja to the deities on the chariot. All the offerings made (fruit, sweets and flowers) are distributed amongst the crowds gathered.



[image: ]
From the images above we see that devotees of Vedantic schools from different ethnic backgrounds exist across the world but remain most popular in India. In conclusion the changes in social and political structures forced this development in Vedanta philosophy as the exclusivity was left behind, access to scriptures and spiritual mentors allowed lower castes to conduct puja in their own homes with their own personal deities. The growing number of deities and Vedanta schools allows for a more personal relationship with God to develop as each deity comes with their own attributes to suit the very different natures of each devotee. Today there are over thirty million Hindu Gods and Goddesses to choose from.
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