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When does a Hindu boy become a man? Like a bar mitzvah, a ceremony happens--with father passing on a secret mantra to his son. 
BY: Visi Tilak 
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)It could be called the "Hindu Bar Mitzvah" -- the coming-of-age ceremony for an upper-caste boy.  It is done when his parents believe he is mature enough to learn the Hindu scriptures. This ritual, known as the Sacred Thread ceremony, can take place during any odd-numbered year in a boy's life.  Parents usually do it when he is seven, nine, or 11 years old.  There is a ceremony, gifts given by family members, and a lot of feasting.
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)[image: ]I was seven years old when I first saw a Sacred Thread ceremony.  As a girl, I was jealous that by nine-year-old brother was getting gifts and that he was the center of attention.  But what bothered me the most was that he got to learn the most sacred Hindu mantra.   I didn't get to learn the mantra. 

 (
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)When I complained to my parents, they laughed.  They explained that this was not for girls.  It took many years for me to forgive them for this.  My brother liked to tease me because I was not told this “secret” – the mantra given to him by our father.  
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)I watched my brother perform the rituals of the ceremony, but I never understood what it was all about. I was too young to understand why this tradition was so important to our family.  A couple of decades later, during a recent trip to India, I attended another Sacred Thread ceremony.  This time, watching a different nine-year-old boy, I felt the importance of it.   
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)The ceremony is held over a two- or three-day period. All rituals are said in the ancient Indian language of Sanskrit. The gods and the spirits of our ancestors are asked to bless the boy before he is given the Sacred Thread.  His parents and other adults in his family bless him.  He receives the Sacred Thread.  At the end of the ceremony, his father whispers a sacred word, a “mantra,” in his son’s ear.  
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)After this is all completed, the boy is declared to be officially ready to learn the Hindu scriptures.  He now has several responsibilities.  Those include prayers and yoga breathing at sunrise and sunset, as well as studying the scriptures.  
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)[image: ][image: ]Putting on the Sacred Thread itself is the most important moment of the ceremony.  The thread is actually three long white threads that are twisted together.  They are tied into a complete circle.   That circle of threads is worn over the left shoulder and draped across the boy’s chest.   The purpose of the Sacred Thread is to remind the boy that he should be pure in his thoughts, his words, and his actions.   He should work and study hard to be a responsible member of society. 

 (
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)[image: ][image: ]The boy is supposed to wear this for the rest of his life.  Each year, the boy (or man) attends a large group ceremony where the old threads are replaced by new ones.  
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)[image: ][image: ]If the family is wealthy, the ceremony may be very expensive.  Families often hire professional event planners.  It usually takes several months to plan the entire event.  Guests dress formally and are served a wonderful breakfast and later a lunch.  In most families, the relatives and friends who attend are given gifts by the boy’s family.  Some families hire musicians to play live music.

 (
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)[image: ][image: ]After the ceremony, the boy receives gifts and cash by friends and relatives.  His family buys him new clothes for the occasion.  They also buy silver and sometimes gold gifts, which might include a watch, a gold chain, or a ring.  

 (
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)[image: ][image: ]I sometimes wonder if the families who have such fancy events for their sons really take the time to understand the meaning of this ceremony.  I find it hard to believe that the Sacred Thread ceremony cost this kind of money when it started several thousand years ago.   For some Hindu families, peer pressure forces them to spend a lot of money.  Those families lose track of the important religious meaning of the ceremony.  Other families manage to have a fun celebration and still keep their focus on the religious importance of the ceremony. 
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)[image: ][image: ]For me, attending a recent Sacred Thread ceremony in India was a wonderful learning experience. It kind of woke me up and reminded me of how complex my religion is.  When my son grows older and is ready for his own Sacred Thread ceremony, will my husband and I focus more on the elaborate celebration, like almost everyone else does?  Or will we keep our focus on the religious side?   

 (
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)[image: ][image: ]This ritual continues to be important in the lives of many Hindus around the world.  I can only hope and pray that future generations of Hindus recognize and celebrate the event and its meaning for years to come. 





Adapted from http://www.beliefnet.com/Faiths/Hinduism/2008/04/A-Hindu-Bar-Mitzvah.aspx, accessed 11 October 2011
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