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S
he is wrapped in a traditional sari as she speaks, a kindly twinkle in her eye even as she seems to chide in an

Instagram video posted in March. h “Kids often tell me they have no time for puja,” The Hindu Grandma says

with a scolding finger, referencing a common Hindu prayer ritual. “They seem to have time for Instagram ...

TikTok ... But puja? Eh.” h But the petite, kindly woman – whose real name is Ranjani Saigal – has a solution.

Today, she tells her viewers, she’ll demonstrate a brief version of the prayer, one “that can fit into anybody’s schedule.”

h Six months ago, the 63-year-old former computer scientist had barely dipped her toes into the waters of social media;

now, as The Hindu Grandma, she’s earned thousands of followers on Instagram and TikTok, sharing her knowledge of

Hindu traditions and verses with Hindu youths and adults around the globe.

‘Hindu
Grandma’

Ranjani Saigal, 63, a former computer scientist in the Boston area, has earned a social media following as The Hindu Grandma. As her alter ego, 
she aims to share knowledge of Hindu faith practices with Hindu youths growing up in the United States, where Hindus form just 1% of the population.
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TAKES TO SOCIAL MEDIA FOR KIDS IN THE UNITED STATES
Marc Ramirez USA TODAY

See GRANDMA, Page 2C

In his book, “Field and Study,” natu-
ralist John Burroughs challenges the
notion that science is the enemy of reli-
gion. Though he agrees that the pursuit
of scientific knowledge can be an adver-
sary to old superstitions, he under-
stands that it “discloses to us new
ground for wonder and awe in the pres-
ence of the universe.” Remarkably, he
goes a step further to assert that the sci-
entific process provides a stronger mor-
al foundation than “any creed or sect.”
This flies in the face of the old lame-

claim that morality is grounded in reli-
gion, that religion is the sole basis of a
moral life. Burroughs explains that he is
not “in any strict sense a man of sci-
ence,” yet he takes “great pleasure in the
world of new truths” discovered through
science. His religion is nature itself.

A little over 100 years ago, Burroughs
was among the most popular nature
writers. His essays and books were en-
joyed by schoolchildren as well as the
Queen of England; his writings helped
form friendships with Walt Whitman,
John Muir, Teddy Roosevelt and Thom-
as Edison. Though he believed “Nature”
and “God” were essentially the same, he
was a skeptic toward any and all super-
natural or superstitious beliefs. Sticking
a human face on nature and calling it
“God” distracts us from reason and re-
sponsibility to the world before us. He

was no enemy of faith, just a curious
student of the earth and our fellow crea-
tures. He had no time for those who had
their heads in the clouds of heaven
while the beauty and wonders of the
world were all around, with endless
facts to teach. 

Is science the great enemy of faith?
I’m not sure how, any more than politics
or art. Only someone with a fearful faith
or persecution complex would be afraid
of those who present hypotheses, in-
vestigate our world, and ask serious
questions. Actual threats and attacks
on Christianity are rare — at least in the
U.S. — but pushback on assumed privi-
lege or intrusive preaching may feel like
assault, though it usually isn’t. I some-
times find myself defending religious
faith in the face of unfair criticisms that
stereotype or set up a strawman of reli-

gion to take cheap shots — “religion is
poison” — and also when someone
seems to think all religion is anti-sci-
ence, that all religious believers resist
scientific progress. We might say funda-
mentalism is one enemy of healthy
faith, while a faith that accepts scientif-
ic knowledge and reasonably considers
real world issues, unafraid of new ideas,
may indeed be an adversary of a funda-
mentalist mindset.

John Burroughs is honest about his
approach to nature. He was no profes-
sional scientist in search of facts, sim-
ply one who appreciated facts while
seeking enjoyment in the wonders he
encountered at every step. With a touch
of the poet, he investigated “the reason
of things, and the relations of things.” 

Science is not the great enemy of faith
Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 2C
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He wasn’t interested in looking for “ser-
mons in stones or for books in the run-
ning brooks.” He was drawn to read even
“a fragment of a page of earth’s history,”
which was one reason he enjoyed geol-
ogy as well as physics, chemistry and
astronomy. Yet, he was primarily a wild-
life student, a keen observer of the in-
triguing inhabitants living and moving
around him.

Burroughs was no adversary to faith,
however, he offered an alternative to
traditional faith. Rather than mere cre-
dulity (easily convinced to believe), su-
perstition, or hard science, he followed
his own natural inclination, joining “in-
quiry with contemplation.” I find this a
captivating idea. Practicing an attentive
observation, inquiring what is happen-
ing in the world, then stepping back,
pausing, to contemplate the intercon-
nections. In my view, good scientists as
well as good spiritual believers, practice
this healthy balance, utilizing the
senses to probe deeper into curiosities,
while allowing deeper thinking to rise
and settle, rise and settle, with the
breath. Neither cold, detached science
nor fired-up faith offers this balance of
inquiry and contemplation.

The greatest friend of faith may po-
tentially be the natural world, as well as
those who study it and learn lessons
from it. This reminds us we are all in the
same boat, that is, in the same house.
Burroughs states: “The greatest plea-
sure of life is the pleasure of knowl-
edge,” but this is not unfeeling or imper-
sonal knowledge — not merely “in the
head” stuff. Think: inquiry plus contem-
plation. Personal beliefs don’t need to be
agitated by defensiveness, imagining
someone or something seeks to take
away cherished faith. When we choose
to be open to wider knowledge, we can
sense the depth of our connections to
the world, to contemplate the “new
ground for wonder and awe in the pres-
ence of the universe” — whether we call
the Cosmos “Nature” or “God.” 

Fearless faith can befriend the sci-
ences. A common enemy is ignorance.

Chris Highland was a minister and
interfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years.
He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. His books and blogs are pre-
sented on “Friendly Freethinker”
(www.chighland.com).

Highland
Continued from Page 1C

She personifies how social media
has permeated so many facets of daily
life – from idle chit-chat to religious
teachings that, in some cases, simply
aren’t available anywhere else. 

“It’s for them to understand the
meaning of why we do something, so
it’s not just hocus pocus,” she said.
“Hindu traditions are so beautiful. It’s
about celebrating and connecting with
nature.”

Saigal hopes her daily videos, aimed
at Hindu youths growing up in the
United States, give Hindu American
parents another way to face the chal-
lenges of instilling faith traditions in
their children in a country in which
Hindus represent barely 1% of the pop-
ulation and misconceptions about the
faith remain.

Her homey, upbeat videos range
from explanations of Hindu stories and
hymns or the meaning of the term “na-
maste” to details about her own jour-
ney. One of her most popular videos
details the Hindu significance of light-
ing a lamp.

An estimated 2 million to 3 million
Hindus live in the U.S, according to
Pew Research Center estimates; most
are immigrants, largely South Asians
from India, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and
Nepal. They are also young: More than
a third of American Hindus are under
age 30, according to a 2017 study by the
Public Religion Research Institute.

Saigal originally came to the U.S. to
attend graduate school after earning an
undergraduate engineering degree in
India. Her career as a civil engineer and
then computer scientist took her to
Boston, where she’s now executive di-
rector of the U.S. arm of Ekal Vidyalaya,
an organization that runs schools in re-
mote areas of India and Nepal.

As a trained Hindu chaplain and in-
structor of South Indian classical
dance, Saigal enjoyed sharing the un-
derpinnings of her faith and culture
with her American-born daughter, Am-
rati. Amrati Saigal and her husband
hope to pass on such knowledge to Sai-
gal’s granddaughter, whose first birth-
day had already inspired Saigal to write
a children’s book, “My First Om.”

Eventually, Saigal said, Amrati
urged her to share her knowledge with
the world through mediums like Tik-
Tok and Instagram. Her daughter

walked her through how the platforms
worked and told Saigal she needed to
come up with a handle. Saigal, per-
plexed, was as yet unconvinced.

“I said, ‘I don’t know who would care
about a Hindu grandma,’ ” she said.
“My daughter said, ‘That’s your han-
dle.’ ”

At first, Saigal hoped for a few hun-
dred followers. Her Instagram follow-
ing now totals 146,000, with 17,000
more on TikTok.

“She’s always had a bubbly person-
ality and knows so much about the tra-
ditions,” said Suhag Shukla, executive
director of the Hindu American Foun-
dation, a national organization based
in Washington, D.C.

Instilling Hindu faith traditions

For Hindu American parents no
longer immersed in Hindu societies,
Ranjani Saigal’s presence as The Hindu
Grandma demonstrates how social
media has broadened the ways in
which they can keep their faith tradi-
tions alive in American-born children.

“When you’re a Hindu growing up in
India or anyplace where you’re sur-
rounded by Hindus, teachings and cul-
ture are passed on almost by osmosis,”
said Shukla. “You’re never questioned
about why you do things. You’re sur-
rounded by people who share the same
worldviews and practices.”

That dynamic changes in the U.S.,
where parents are challenged to ex-
plain rituals and beliefs in a world
dominated by Judeo-Christian world-
views and tested by lingering miscon-
ceptions and stereotypes.

“I can’t even begin to tell you how
much I got teased about eating monkey
brains,” Shukla said, referencing a
scene from the 1984 film “Indiana
Jones and the Temple of Doom.”

While Shukla recalls celebrating Di-
wali and other traditional festivals as a
child at relatives’ homes or community
centers, “we knew what we were doing
but not why we were doing it – and our
parents were not equipped with an-
swers.”

Her experience, growing up in the
1970s, was not uncommon. Conse-
quently, programs similar to Christian
Sunday schools sprung up at Hindu
temples and community centers
throughout the U.S.; so too did a hand-
ful of Hindu summer camps.

For youths straddling two cultures
and looking for relevance in Hindu
teachings, Shukla said, “those efforts

have been extremely powerful in mak-
ing sure you have second- and third-
generation Hindu Americans.”

Shukla’s Hindu American Founda-
tion, too, works to change misconcep-
tions and to correct or supplement
public schools’ often limited, Western
views of Hinduism through textbook
reform efforts or teacher trainings. It
also produces materials that can help
parents navigate difficult issues with
their children from a Hindu perspec-
tive.

“For a lot of young Hindu children,
when you’re 1% of the population, you
can internalize the idea of not being
part of the fabric of the country,” Shuk-
la said.

Another effort, near Houston, is the
Texas Hindu Campsite, which offers
youths a grounding in their Hindu heri-
tage supplemented by outdoor activ-
ities to help them maintain their Hindu
identity.

“The forces of assimilation are so
strong, and unfortunately our Hindu
American parents are fairly ignorant of
their own culture and religion,” said
camp founder Subhash Gupta. “They
know some things, but they cannot ex-
plain to their children why they do
these things or their importance. Chil-
dren always question, and unless those
curious minds are answered, it will not
pass down.”

The profile of Hindus has been ris-
ing in the U.S., most recently with Usha
Vance, whose husband JD Vance was
chosen as former President Donald
Trump’s running mate on the Republi-
can ticket in this year’s presidential
election. Additionally, many practices
that have gained footholds in the U.S.
are rooted in Hinduism, Saigal said, in-
cluding yoga, meditation and vegan-
ism.

She’s touched by how many people
around the world have reached out to
her, who now call her Nani, Dadi, Am-
ma and other cultural terms of endear-
ment used for grandmother.

“I am so grateful to God for making
me an instrument in a unique way and
grateful to my own mother for her
teachings and blessings,” she said in a
video posted on Mother’s Day.

With many relocated Hindus having
started new families in the U.S with
their grandmothers left behind in their
homelands, Saigal hopes she’s helping
to fill a void.

“It touches me so much when people
say, ‘I can see my grandma in you,’ ” she
said.

Grandma
Continued from Page 1C

Sharing the goodness and mercy of God 

Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

As we continue to read and study the
23rd Psalm, we begin where we left off
last week. David writes, “Even when I
walk through the darkest valley, I fear no
danger because you are with me.” (v. 4
CEB) There are the valleys through which
the sheep must walk from time to time,
but we must remember the Good Shep-
herd goes before us as we walk the dark
valleys and enter the shadows. David
said we walk through the valley, not that
we must spend time there. Again and
again, we must remind ourselves with a
simple prayer, “God, this seems terribly
tough, but I know in the end this will get
me to the higher ground.” Then we realize
the Shepherd has been with us all the
time. Obviously, most of us do not want
these valleys in our lives. However, it is in
the valleys where we build our strength
and faith for the climb to the mountain
top. It is from the valleys where we learn
to minister to others. And we must realize
that we minister best to broken people if
first, we too, have been broken in the val-

ley.
Then, as we continue with the psalm,

we might ask, “How in the world can a rod
and a staff provide comfort to a person?”
The rod and staff were used as both pro-
tection of the sheep from predators and
as a corrective measure. Often, all the
equipment a shepherd carried was the
staff to be used in care for the sheep. In
our journey with the Shepherd, so many
times we need his correcting and his pro-
tecting hand. God’s word, both written
and spoken, becomes our rod and staff.
There is no substitute for the scriptures
and the work of the Holy Spirit in coping
with the complexities of life. They do
comfort us.

As sheep in God’s pastures, we have
the assurance that our Shepherd goes
before us daily to prepare the way, pre-
pare a table. Just as the earthly shep-
herds would go out and check the pas-
tures for poisonous weeds, wild animals,
and sufficient water and grass, our heav-
enly Shepherd goes before us daily to
make sure that we are safe. “The steps of
a righteous person are ordered by the
Lord.” We find eternal joy knowing that
Jesus went before us and prepared a ta-
ble for us — the table of salvation. Each
day, we are reminded our Shepherd has
already prepared for us to come into his
presence.

Sheep are bothered, just like all out-
side animals, by flies and other bugs. So
the shepherd would mix up a homemade
remedy to apply to the sheep’s head. This
anointing would keep the sheep from be-
coming irritated and annoyed while graz-
ing. We too are “bugged” by the annoy-
ances of personality conflicts, tempta-
tions, and pressures from so many differ-
ent sources. But our Shepherd will anoint
our lives with the healing oil of his Holy
Spirit restoring our calmness. And just
like with the sheep, it takes more than
one application. We are told by our Shep-
herd to ask for the healing and comfort of
the Holy Spirit whenever we need it. Our
Shepherd anoints our heads with oil and
as the song says, “He giveth, and giveth,
and giveth again.” He gives until our cup
runs over with his grace, mercy and love.

With such a wonderful Shepherd Da-
vid has described to us in this psalm, it is
no surprise that because of him, we will
experience the goodness and mercy that
follows us. As his disciples, we are recipi-
ents of God’s goodness, and certainly his
mercy. But I believe we should be more
than recipients. This suggests to me that
I should live my life in such a way that
those following in my footsteps should
also receive God’s goodness and mercy.
Just as God’s goodness and mercy flow to
me all the days of my life, so I should leave

behind me the same for others, as I walk
the journey of faith.

The psalm opens with the joyous
statement, “The Lord is my Shepherd,”
and it ends with an equally uplifting affir-
mation, “I will dwell in the house of the
Lord forever.” The Amplified Translation
says, “I will dwell in the presence of the
Lord forever.” This suggests to me that I
can begin dwelling in God’s presence the
moment I become one of his sheep. I
don’t have to wait until I die and go to
heaven to begin dwelling with him. The
relationship can begin now.

So, what kind of sheep have we been to
our Shepherd? Are we living in his pres-
ence every day? Hopefully, we haven’t
been quarrelsome, stubborn and disobe-
dient sheep. Have we obediently fol-
lowed him, let him care for us, and have
we shown our love for him? The goodness
and mercy that he has given to us, have
we shared with others?

May we truly claim the words of an-
other psalm of assurance and disciple-
ship, “Know that the LORD is God — he
made us; we belong to him. We are his
people, the sheep of his own pasture.”
(Psalm 100:3 CEB)

This column is the opinion of the Rev.
Tim McConnell, retired Methodist minis-
ter. Reach him at tim.mccon-
nell915@gmail.com. 

Submit your event at least two weeks
in advance to cterrell@citizentimes.com.

Aug. 18

Online services: Many churches have
online worship services. Visit church
websites for full information.

Ethical Humanist Society of Ashe-
ville: In person or via Zoom at 2:30 p.m.,
Friends Meeting, 227 Edgewood Road,
Asheville. “The Foundations of Applied
Ethics: Felix Adler and Henry Sidgwick”
presented by Terry Smith, former dean of
arts and sciences at Edinboro University
of Pennsylvania. Visit http://EHSAshe-
ville.org.

Biltmore Church: Services at 9 and 11
a.m. with locations in Arden, Brevard,
East Asheville, Franklin, Hendersonville
and West Asheville. Services are
streamed live on Facebook, YouTube and

live.biltmorechurch.com. The Español
Campus meets at 1:30 p.m. at the Hender-
sonville Campus. For more information
visit www.biltmorechurch.com.

Church of St. Philip the Apostle:Visit
Facebook page for daily meditation,
teachings and weekly homily. Visit
www.churchofsaintphilip.org. 216 Whit-
son Ave., Swannanoa.

Episcopal Cathedral of All Souls:
Sunday services at 7:45 and 9 a.m. Eu-
charist (in person only) 11:15 a.m. Eucha-
rist livestreamed on www.allsoulscathe-
dral.org, YouTube and Facebook. 9 Swan
St., Biltmore Village in Asheville. Visit
www.allsoulscathedral.org.

Episcopal Church of Saint John in
the Wilderness: 8:45 or 11 a.m. Online
service at 8:45 a.m. on Facebook. 1895
Greenville Highway, Flat Rock. Visit
www.stjohnflatrock.org/.

First Baptist Church-Canton: 11 a.m.

208 Academy St. Also on Facebook, You-
Tube, or listen at http://wptlradio.net/ or
WPTL 101.7 FM 920 AM. Links are at
www.canton-fbc.org.

First Congregational UCC:10:30 a.m,
20 Oak St., downtown Asheville. Wheel-
chair accessible. Back parking lot and
street parking available. Child care avail-
able 10 a.m.-noon. Visit
www.uccasheville.org.

Grace Episcopal Church: Worship in
person and on YouTube at 10:30 a.m.
Sundays. 871 Merrimon Ave., Asheville.
Visit www.graceavl.com for weekday
services and events.

Grace Lutheran Church: 9 a.m. tradi-
tional service in person and on Facebook,
11:15 a.m. praise service, 11:15 a.m. Spanish
service in person and livestreamed, 11:15
a.m. bilingual service every second Sun-
day. Watch special services and sermons
on YouTube. 1245 6th Ave. W., Hender-

sonville. www.gracehendersonville.com
.

Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel
open 11 a.m.-1 p.m. daily:Lake Junaluska
Conference & Retreat Center, Lakeshore
Drive, Haywood County. A sacred place
for prayer and meditation.

Lutheran Church of the Nativity:
8:30 and 10:30 a.m. services in person
and also on Facebook or YouTube.
www.nativityarden.org. 2425 Hender-
sonville Road, Arden.

Mills River Presbyterian Church: 11
a.m. Enter via side door from parking lot.
10 Presbyterian Church Road, Mills River.
828-891-7101 or
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Newbridge Baptist Church: 11 a.m.,
199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville. Service also
livestreamed on church Facebook page 
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