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Diwali and the Epic Tale of Rama
By Vickie Chao

Everybody has his or her own favorite holiday. If we put this issue to a
vote in India, Diwali can probably win the title by a landslide. Diwali is a
Hindu holiday that takes place once a year around October and November.
During the five-day celebration, people wear new clothes. They exchange
sweets. They set off firecrackers. And most importantly, they light up oil
lamps ("diyas" in Hindi) and place them all around their homes. The reason
for doing this is obvious, for Diwali is the Festival of Lights!

Interestingly, though Diwali is a very popular holiday in India, there is no
unified account about its origin. Among the various versions, the epic tale
of Rama is perhaps the most famous.

Prince Rama was the eldest son of the king of Ayodhya. He was supposed to be the next king when his father
retired from ruling. As the transition of power was about to take place, Rama's stepmother intervened. She wanted
her own son, Bharata, to be the next king. To get what she wanted, she went to see the king and reminded him that
he had once granted her two wishes. She demanded Rama be banished from the kingdom for fourteen years and
Bharata be the crowned prince. The king was torn. On one hand, he adored Rama and did not want to let him go.
On the other hand, he was the king, and he must honor his words. Difficult as it was, the king ordered Rama to
leave the kingdom. Rama knew his father's struggle. He accepted the command in good spirit. He departed with his
wife, Sita, and younger brother, Lakshmana. Shortly after the trio left Ayodhya, the king died and Bharata
ascended the throne.

When Bharata finally learned what his mother had done, he sought out Rama in a forest. He begged him to return,
but Rama refused. Realizing that he could not change his brother's mind, Bharata took his brother's sandals and
said, "I will place these sandals on the throne as symbols of your authority, and I will rule the kingdom as regent.
When the fourteen years of banishment are over, I will happily deliver the kingdom back to you."

One day during the exile, a woman named Surpnakha passed by the place where Rama was living with his wife
and brother. She saw Rama and fell in love at the first sight. Eager to be with him forever, she asked him to marry
her. Rama adamantly refused and told her that he was already happily married to Sita. Surphakha did not take the
rejection very well. She charged toward Sita, planning to kill her. When Lakshmana saw that, he stopped her and
cut off her nose and one ear.

Though wounded, Surphakha refused to throw in the towel of defeat. She first summoned her brother,
Khardushan, for help. When that plot failed, she sought out her other brother, Ravana, who was the king of Lanka.
Ravana was not very interested in his sister's cause in the beginning. But he changed his mind after he realized that
Sita was a beautiful woman. He decided to kidnap her and make her his wife.

Of course, abducting Sita was not an easy task. But it was not an impossible task. After careful planning, Ravana
came up with a clever plan. He asked one of his men to change his form into a beautiful golden deer. He then sent
it to graze nearby Rama's cottage, knowing very well that Sita would certainly want the deer for herself. He was
right! As soon as Sita saw the deer, she asked Rama to catch it for her. Eager to please his wife, he set out to
capture the deer and left his brother behind to protect Sita. After a lengthy pursuit, Rama finally caught up with the
deer and shot it with his arrow. As the deer lay dying, it changed back to its original human form and called out for
help in Rama's voice.

Both Lakshmana and Sita heard the plea for help. Upon Sita's urging, Lakshmana left to find Rama. Before he
departed, he drew a circle on the ground around Sita. He told her that she would remain safe as long as she stayed
inside the circle. After that was done, he took off. Now with both brothers out of sight, Ravana appeared. He put on
the disguise of a holy man and came begging for food. When Sita saw him, she forgot about Lakshmana's warning
and stepped out of the circle to give the holy man food. As soon as she did that, Ravana dropped the disguise,
grabbed her, and flew back to Lanka.
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When Rama and Lakshmana returned home, they could not find Sita. Rama was broken-hearted! Just as he was
wondering where he should begin the search, he came across a family friend, Jatayu. Jatayu was a vulture. He
witnessed the abduction. Though he tried his best to rescue Sita, he did not succeed. Badly hurt, he could move no
more. He lived only long enough to tell Rama what had happened.

In Lanka, Ravana tried every means possible to talk Sita into marrying him. But nothing worked! Meanwhile,
Rama made an alliance with the monkey king Sugreeva. Sugreeva was in exile at the time because his evil brother,
Bali, stole the throne from him. The two made a pact. Rama would help Sugreeva kill Bali and regain his kingdom.
In return, Sugreeva would raise an army to help Rama rescue his wife. Both were true to their words and held up
their side of the bargain.

Now with Sugreeva's soldiers in tow, Rama set out once again toward the kingdom of Lanka. When they reached
the sea that separated the mainland from Lanka, the army commander, Hanuman, flew across it first. He found Sita
there and promised her that help was on the way. Before he had the opportunity to return to the other side of the
ocean, he was captured. Ravana ordered his men to wrap Hanuman's tail in oily rags and set it on fire. With his tail
burning, Hanuman escaped and hopped from one rooftop to another, engulfing all of Lanka. He then flew back to
Rama and told him the whereabouts of Sita.

Rama, Lakshmana, and Hanuman's monkey troop built a huge bridge stretching from the tip of India to Lanka.
They marched across it and had a head-on clash with Ravana's army. The two sides engaged in a bloody battle that
left many dead! The combat lasted several days. Finally, justice prevailed. Rama killed Ravana and reunited with
Sita. The couple then returned to Ayodhya triumphantly as the fourteen-year banishment had just expired.

The story of Rama carries an important message. That is, through patience and perseverance, good will eventually
win over evil. This positive attitude is the spirit of Diwali!

Diwali and the Epic Tale of Rama

Questions

1. When do Indians celebrate Diwali?

A. around October and November
B. around April and May
C. around August and September
D. around January and February

2. Which of the following religious people celebrate Diwali?

A. Muslims
B. Hindus
C. Buddhists
D. Christians

3. Which of the following is NOT a Diwali custom?

A. exchange sweets
B. eat turkeys
C. light oil lamps
D. wear new clothes
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4. Why did Rama leave Ayodhya?

A. because his father told him to
B. because he wanted to explore the world
C. because he did not get along with his brother
D. because he did not get along with his stepmother

5. Who died while trying to rescue Sita?

A. Hanuman
B. Rama
C. Jatayu
D. Ravana

6. Who abducted Sita?

A. Surphakha
B. Khardushan
C. Ravana
D. Jatayu

7. What does the word "Diwali" mean?

A. Festival of Happiness
B. Festival of Lights
C. Festival of Wealth
D. Festival of Darkness

8. How long were Rama and Sita away from their kingdom?

A. 10 years
B. 16 years
C. 14 years
D. 12 years

9. How many days do Indians celebrate Diwali?

A. 7 days
B. 5 days
C. 1 day
D. 3 days

10. What did Lakshmana do to protect Sita before he left to look for Rama?

A. He gave her a gun.
B. He did nothing as he left in haste.
C. He drew a magical circle around her.
D. He locked up the house and took the key with him.
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Summarize the story of Diwali in ten sentences or less.

What is your favorite holiday? Describe the holiday's origin and customs. Explain why you chose it.


