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Further Reading

CONCEPT OF PANCHMAHABHOOT AS APPLIED IN THE FOUR FAITHS

The concept of Panch Mahabhoot (the five great elements) is a foundational idea in several Indian
philosophical and spiritual traditions, representing the core components that make up the universe
and all of existence. These elements are Earth (Prithvi), Water (Apas), Fire (Tejas), Air (Vayu), and Ether
or Space (Akasha). The concept of Panch Mahabhoot finds application in a variety of ways in different
religious traditions, each incorporating it within their cosmologies, rituals, and worldview.

Here is an analysis of how the Panch Mahabhoot is applied in four major Indian faiths: Sanatan/Vedic,

Jain, Buddhist and Sikh.

1. Sanatan/Vedic

In Sanatan/Vedic, the Panch Mahabhoot is integral to both cosmological understanding and spiritual

practice.

e Cosmology and Creation: Sanatan/Vedic cosmology holds that the universe was created from
these five elements. Each element is associated with one of the senses, and they represent the
physical building blocks of the world. For instance, earth corresponds to the sense of touch, water
corresponds to taste, fire to sight, air to smell, and ether to hearing. Everything in the material world
is a manifestation of these elements in different combinations and forms.

e Yoga and Spirituality: In yogic traditions, particularly in Tantric and Hatha Yoga practices, the Panch
Mahabhoot is used in meditative and energetic practices, with the idea of balancing these elements
within the body. For example, in certain yogic philosophies, these elements are linked to different
chakras in the human body. Achieving harmony among them can lead to spiritual liberation and well-
being.

e Rituals: The elements are used in daily rituals and in ceremonial offerings (Puja), such as the use of
water for purification, fire for offerings, and earth for the construction of altars. The concept is also
applied in Ayurveda, which teaches the balance of these elements for good health.

2. Jain faith

In Jain faith, the concept of the five elements is like Sanatan/Vedic but also emphasizes the metaphysical

nature of matter.

e Five Substances: Jain philosophy holds that the universe is composed of Jiva (souls) and Ajiva (non-
souls), with the non-soul material realm being made up of five types of substances, which include the
five elements (Prithvi, Apas, Tejas, Vayu, and Akasha). These elements are seen as the fundamental
constituents of physical reality, though they are not eternal and are subject to the principles of
karma.

e Ethics and Environmentalism: Jain faith teaches that these elements are sacred and should be treated
with great respect. For example, Jains avoid harming any living beings or causing environmental
damage because they believe that all life and matter, including the elements, are interconnected. This
philosophy contributes to Jain faith’s deep commitment to non-violence (Ahimsa) and environmental
protection.

e Liberation (Moksha): Jains believe that through purifying the soul of karmic impurities and
understanding the relationship of these elements to the self, one can attain liberation. The elements
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are seen as a way of illustrating the temporary nature of the material world, encouraging followers
to focus on the pursuit of spiritual liberation.

3.Buddhist
In Buddhist faith, the Panch Mahabhoot is slightly reinterpreted but remains central to understanding
the physical and mental world.

The Five Elements: The Buddha’s teachings on the elements are often used to explain the nature
of existence, particularly in terms of impermanence (anicca). The elements are perceived as not
permanent and are subject to change, illustrating the Buddhist concepts of suffering (dukkha) and
non-self (anatta). The elements are discussed as the material constituents of all physical phenomena
(both inner and outer), as part of the skandhas (aggregates) that make up human existence.
Meditation and Insight: In some schools of Buddhist, particularly Theravada and Vajrayana, meditation
practices involve contemplating the impermanence of the elements within the body and the world.
These meditations help practitioners understand the transient nature of reality, leading them to
insight and enlightenment.

Interconnectedness: The concept is used to emphasize the interconnectedness of all things. Just as
the physical elements interact and combine to form beings and phenomena, so too do mental and
spiritual elements interact, stressing the importance of mindfulness and balance.

4. Sikh faith
In Sikh faith, the Panch Mahabhoot plays an essential role in understanding the nature of creation,
humanity, and God.

Creation and God’s Will Sikh faith teaches that the universe and everything within it are created by
Waheguru (God), who embodies and transcends the five elements. The elements are part of the
divine order, reflecting the interconnectedness and unity of all creation. The Guru Granth Sahib (the
central religious scripture) often refers to the elements to describe the vastness and majesty of God’s
creation.

Human Experience: The human body, according to Sikh teachings, is composed of these five
elements, which are created by God. These elements function within the body in harmony and are
transient in nature. The Guru Granth Sahib teaches that the material world and human existence
are impermanent, and attachment to the elements should not be the goal. True liberation lies in
recognizing the divine presence beyond the physical world.

Spiritual Practice: In Sikh faith, there is a focus on living a truthful, humble, and selfless life. The
concept of the Panch Mahabhoot emphasizes that while the physical world is composed of these
elements, true spiritual realization requires transcending the attachments to them. The practice of
Naam Simran (remembering God’s name) is a way of aligning oneself with the divine and detaching
from the material elements.




