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JAINISM

In_addition to the Vedic religions of ancient India, another path evolved
independently. Ths s Jainism (from jina, winner over pessions), an extremely
ascelic path. s goal s liberation from the soul-tarishing negative effects of ones
actions, thoughts, and speech—one's karma, In Jain teaching, this liberation
comes only through ane's own strenuous and mindful efforts not to do wrong in
any way. Jain reject the Hindu caste system and the idea of a creator God, bu,
fike Hindus and Buddhists, believe in reincarnation.

The teachers of this path are called Tirthankaras ("bridgebuiders”), According
to tradition, there have been 24 Tirthankaras during the curtent era. There is
historc evidence of the exitence of the three most recent teachers. The last is
the best known: Mahavir (c. 559-527 ace), who had been a prince but renounced
1is e of pleasure and power at the age of 30 to become a homeless ascetic. His
austerties were so extreme that people thought him mad and tormented him
But he endured al hardships with equanimit, achieved perfect liberation, and
faugft others the way to liberation from karma. In order to increase sensitviy
toward non-human lfe forms, he made detailed studies and gave insights nto the
categories and qualtes of al that exists. A large community of monks, nuns, and
laypeople gathered around him, and he gave them minute instructions on how to
live without accumulating negative karma.

Today there is renewed interest in 1his ascetic way of Ife, for its basic
principles are antidotes to modem problems. For example, Mahatma Gandhi's
assertion of the power of nonviolent resistance to oppression was strongly
influenced by the Jain principle of ahimsa, o non-tiolence, based an reverence
for al Iife. Jain precepts of non-vilence, the interdependence of all e forms,
compassion, non-acquistiveness, and relatvity re also being invoked as carectives
to environmentally destructive modern ffestyles and to conficts of dogm.




