Ram Gupta

Conversation with Members of the Board at the Sanatan Mandir Sabha Hindu temple in Slemmestad, 25.6.00

The following members of the board (pr. June 2000) were present during the conversation, which lasted about an hour: 

Kishori Lal Sharma, Pres. (Drammen)

Shiri Lal Sahajpal, Vice Pres. (Solbergelva)

Mangat Rai Sharma, Secretary (Jevnaker).

Faqir Chand Sharma, Board Member (Tønsberg)

(In all the board consists of 9 persons. Spelling of names is according to official documents of the temple). 

Note: The board requested that the names of the individual speakers not be identified in the interview. Unless specified, interveiwees are designated “Board Member”, regardless of who is speaking.

Official name of the temple association in the telephone directory: “Foreningen Sanatan Mandir Sabha, hinduistisk trossamfunn”. 

Official name registered with the authorities: “Sanatan Mandir Sabha - SMS”. 

On their letter head is a picture of a temple tower in the North Indian style, an emblem in the shape of a sun disc with “om” inscribed in Devanagari, and the motto in Sanskrit “Sarva Dharma Sambhava”. At the bottom of the letterhead is printed their official address: Nyveien 6, 3470 Slemmestad.

From the conversation:

The SMS was registered April 14th 1988 with the County Governor (“Fylkesmann”) of Buskerud County as a Recognised Religious Association (“registrert trossamfunn”) under the Norwegian Religious Associations Act (“Lov om trudomssamfunn og ymist anna”, June 13th, 1969). Around this time the first non-private Kirtans in rented halls were held. Before this Hindus families had organised religious gatherings in their private homes. 

The temple is located in Slemmestad, a seaside village located off the main highway about midway between Oslo and Drammen. The location of a large closed-down cement processing plant, the village today consists mainly of commuters working in the greater Oslo area. It is also the site of private cottages and summer resorts used by the locals and residents of the nearby towns and cities. 

THE BUILDING: 

The premises of the Mandir previously served as a cinema-cum-community hall and meeting place for a local factory workers union. SMS acquired the property in 1992, after an extensive search over 3-4 years for a suitable piece of land or a building that could be converted into a temple. Through the aid of a real estate agent the committee finally located the property in Slemmestad, which was one of ten different projects that were evaluated. 

Board Member explained to me that the requirements of the committee were that the site for a temple project had to have enough parking space, enough room for the number of visitors that could be expected for large events, and that it should have a somewhat secluded location so as not to risk disturbing neighbours with noise from people and cars coming and going, or other disturbances from the temple activities. This was to meet a requirement in Norwegian law that says that residential zones must not be exposed to unwanted noise. Had the neighbours felt that the presence of a temple could be a disturbance, protests from neighbours would in all likelihood have caused the local authorities to stop the project. In fact, this was one of the problems that the committee faced while considering an earlier project proposal in Oslo. 

The Slemmestad project was also seen to be ideal in terms of its location, roughly half way between Oslo and Drammen, the two cities where the majority of Indian Hindus in Norway live. It was felt that if the temple had been located in either one of the two cities, it would not be able to serve the community of the other city effectively. 

Since 1992 the SMS has invested some NOK 5 million in renovating and developing the property. The main construction work was started in the spring of 1993, and was finished in the summer the year after.

The building today is a plain looking modernised wooden building with two floors. The ground floor covers roughly 500 square meters, and contains a vestibule, two large halls, kitchen, washroom and wardrobe facilities for men and women. The largest of the two halls is the hall of prayer, where the idols are kept. The smaller hall serves as a gathering place for socializing, and can according to the constitution of the SMS be rented out to other organisations on certain conditions. The smaller top floor contains office space and rooms for guests. The basement has a large room suitable for more informal activities, such as children´s classes. Attached to the building is a small apartment now used by the resident brahmin. The building easily accomodates up to 500-600 persons at special events, and the prayer hall provides ample room for the 150-200 persons usually present at ordinary Kirtans and Satsangs. 

The interior decoration is held in a simple style and with subdued colours. The two halls in the first floor are covered with wall-to-wall carpeting. The walls of the prayer hall are decorated with paintings depicting scenes from the mythologies of the Pan-Hindu Gods, mainly Rama and Krishna. The gathering hall has a couple of large decorations with “Hari Rama” and “Om” in Devanagari.

At the front of the prayer hall, on a raised platform of white marble, the idols are kept. Thes idols are the family of Shiva (Parvati, Ganesh, Kartik, Nandi) and a lingam, Sheranwali/Durga, The family of Ram (Laxman, Sita, Hanuman), Radha and Krishna. The murthis were specially ordered in February 1996 and crafted in Jaipur. In April 1997 the marble images reached Oslo by ship. 

It was a large and important event in the history of the SMS when the prayer hall was formally inaugurated and consecrated with the installation of the idols with the Murthi Sthapna and Pranpratishtha rituals from June 11 to June 15, 1997.
 The board requested that I not publicise the cost of the idols, as they felt that matters related to God should not be measured in terms of money. The Mandir in Slemmestad is the first Hindu temple to be consecrated in all of Scandinavia. 

THE CONGREGATION:

Pr. June 2000 the congregation has a little over 1000 members. The members are in the main from Oslo and Drammen, with a majority from the Oslo area. The rest live in the general Eastern region of the country, with some members also in distant parts of Norway. Very few or none of the members live in the near vicinity of the temple. As far as I am aware, there are no Hindus at all living in Slemmestad itself or any of the immediately neighbouring townships (apart from the resident Brahmin). 

Board Member informs me that the majority of the SMS members are from Punjab, or they may be Punjabi families from Delhi. The second largest membership group are from U.P. or they may be U.P-families from Delhi. The third largest group are from Bengal (a small number). Among other members we find Gujaratis (There is a separate Gujarati cultural association in the Oslo area) and a handfull of Tamils. (There is a Sri Lankan Tamil temple located in Oslo which was consecrated a couple of years ago). A large number of the members are from the Brahmin caste, according to Board Member. This reflects the impression I have from fieldwork that a fairly large proportion of Indian immigrants in Norway are of the Brahmin caste.

According to Board Member the majority of members are either employed by private companies or self-employed [means in most cases: shop owners], and the rest are employed by the Government or local councils. He believes that most of the wives work outside their homes. [This checks out with my other data]. General impression: Indian immigrants seem to fit into a profile similar to the Norwegian middle class in terms of income and education levels. 

WORSHIP AND FUNCTIONS: 

One Sunday every month a Kirtan is held, where up to 150-200 persons may be present, followed by a “Priti Bhoj” - a simple communal meal for every one present. Board Member estimates that about half of these persons make up a “hard core” of the same devotees that attend every regular Kirtan or Satsang. The great majority of these persons are husband and wife, often accompanied by their smaller children. Teenagers and young unmarried adults are few in number, and very rarely attend unless they accompany their parents. 

Commonly many of the persons present during the Priti Bhoj have arrived towards the end of the religious function so that they can participate in the socializing and meeting of friends during and after the meal.

The communal meal is prepared in the temple kitchen by women volunteers, and served to the members of the congregation by male volunteers. 

Apart from the regular Kirtans, important Hindu festivals are celebrated. Attendance at these special events can be quite high, and I once estimated that 600-700 persons were present at such an event.
  Major events such as these can attract members from all over the country, and they also attract a large number of teenagers and young unmarried adults. 

A recent development is that the temple committee plans to invite special gurus and teachers from India in connection with special events, which are usually celebrated over the weekend from Friday to Sunday. In connection with the performance of the rituals, the gurus may be asked to hold speeches and sometimes even classes on topics in Hinduism. The purpose of this practice, according to Board Member, is to help people attain a better understanding and knowledge of Hinduism and its values. Whenever possible these teachers will stay over for the weekend and be available to individual members for advice and consultation. 

The aim of the board is to be able to arrange religious functions on a weekly basis, instead of once a month as now. 

Recently the board members have had to devote more of their time to receiving visitors from Norwegian school classes and colleges as part of their programmes in religious education.

This is part of the SMS policy of openness and cooperation with members of other sects and religions in the name of religious tolerance and understanding. According to Board Member, the SMS has no objection to cooperating with the VHP of Norway
, the Hare Krishnas or the Tamil community. (Among the Sri Lankan Tamils we find the largest number of Hindus in Norway - according to estimates 5-7000 persons).
 

The board wishes for the SMS to be a national temple for all Hindus in Norway, regardless of regional or sectarian background. On certain conditions the SMS constitution therefore allows the building to be rented by other sects and organisations. The reasoning is that since there are so few Hindus in Norway, cooperation is vital to keeping Hinduism alive here. 

THE CHILDREN AND THE YOUNG

An expressed goal for the SMS is to focus on the younger members in the hope of instilling in them an interest in participating in the religious activities. Transmitting the tradition to the younger generation was the main motivation behind the SMS committee´s first initiative to build their own temple.
The young are the heirs to the tradition and its future keepers in Norway. It is felt that improving understanding and knowledge of the Hindu tradition and its values is the best way to ensure that a living feeling of Hindu identity does not fade or die out among the younger generations. “More explanations and less hocus-pocus is the best way to help the young to develop a feeling for the value of their tradition”, Board Member told me, explaining that what he means is that unless the young get proper explanations for the meanings behind the rituals, then they will never develop a feeling for God. 

The SMS board plans to conduct classes in Hindi and Sanskrit for children and the young, led by the resident temple brahmin, Mr. Pandit. “The only real means to a proper understanding goes through a knowledge of the language of the rituals and the songs”, one of the board members said. Learning to read Devanagari would then be of special importance. When I asked for a comment from the son of one of the board members who was present during our conversation, and who assists the board with various administrative duties in his spare time, he said he did not think that classes in Sanskrit would evoke much interest. 

Among the newer ideas for improving understanding and a sense of belonging among the young is self-participation. The plan is to every year dedicate two of the regular Kirtans to the children, and let them take participate in and have responsibility not only for the religious programme, but even practical matters such as preparing the food and the serving of it for Priti Bhoj. As mentioned above, specially invited personalities are asked to talk to the youth for the purpose of explaining Hinduism to them. An interesting idea is to combine Hinduism with fun by arranging a weekend “camp meeting” once a year at the temple, where Hindu children from all over the country can come and have fun with sports and games, while a the same time learning about Hinduism and developing a sense of community and belonging. The “camp meeting” concept has been used a few times by the VHP of Norway. Many of the new ideas proposed by the SMS board for propagating and perpetuating the Hindu tradition are similar to methods traditionally used by Christian denominations.

FUND RAISING:

The work of fundraising for the project started soon after the SMS was registered as a denomination. Funds were solicited at first on a personal basis from friends and those present at Kirtans arranged by the SMS, and later expanded to include more or less all Hindus in Norway. At a later stage families in a large part of the Eastern region of the country (Østlandet) were canvassed door-to-door with requests for donations. In cases where only the husband was working, donations of NOK 5000 were solicited, and if both spouses were working, twice the amount. Approximately 100 families donated sums of NOK 5000 and up. [How much money did they totally collect up till they bought the temple in 1992?]. According to the board members the Hindu community responded generously, with some individuals donating sums of up to NOK 50, 60 and 70 000. 

In 1998 the Norwegian Ministry of Church Affairs and Education (“Kirke- og undervisningsdepartementet”) granted the sum of NOK 500 000 for the purpose of acquiring a religious building.

It is a matter of pride to the community that most of the funds for the temple project were raised from the community’s own resources, and not from public grant money. That a community as small as the Indian Hindus were able to generate this amount of funds may be seen to reflect the relative economic prosperity of this immigrant community. 

FINANCES 

Total budget for the year 2000: approx. NOK 500 000

Breakdown:

Running costs 2000: approx. NOK 350 000 

These are running expenses, including costs such as food etc served at gatherings. Half of this sum is paid as a salary to the in-house priest, Mr. Ramavallabh Pandit, who lives on the premises with his wife. 

Maintenance and investment 2000: NOK 150-200 000. 

These are expenses for the maintenance of and investments in the property. 

The SMS gets its income mainly from collections and offerings from members at functions in the temple. Secondary sources of income are annual grants from the Government and local council authorities. All registered denominations are eligible for these grants. These grants are computed on the basis of a fixed sum pr. member pr. year. (From the Government approx. NOK 150.). A smaller amount (approx. NOK 40 000) comes from the regular donations from the 35 or so families who donate a fixed sum of NOK 100 pr. month. The aim of the board is that the number of regular donators be increased to 100 families by the end of the year 2000.

�Aftenposten, a major Oslo daily, ran a story on the installation of the murthis June 16th, 1997. 


�The Jagran festival of November 21, 1998. A band of musicians from Jhallandhar were invited to perform religious music throughout the night at this colorful event. 


�Pr. Jan. 2001 the VHP of Norway is no longer a "registrert trosssamfunn"/a Government recognised denomination.


�Around 6000 persons, according to Knut A. Jacobsen (1999: 143). A scholar of Tamils in Norway, Øyvind Fuglerud, estimates a wider bracket. (In personal communication).


�Jackson and Nesbitt (1993: 179) report a growing use of similar strategies by UK Hindus for strengthening Hindu identity among the young. 
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