India kicks off a massive H

Millions will gather
for what’s touted as
the world’s largest

religious gathering.

BY SHEIKH SAALIQ

PRAYAGRAJ, India —
Millions of Hindu devotees,
mystics and holy men and
women from all across India
flocked to the northern city
of Prayagraj on Monday to
kick-start the Maha Kumbh
festival, which is being
touted as the world’s largest
religious gathering.

Over about the next six
weeks, Hindu pilgrims will
gather at the confluence of
three sacred rivers — the
Ganges, the Yamuna and
the mythical Saraswati —
where they will take part in
elaborate rituals, hoping to
begin a journey to achieve
Hindu philosophy's ulti-
mate goal: the release from
the cycle of rebirth.

Here’s what to know
about the festival:

Pilgrims bathing
where 3 rivers meet

Hindus venerate rivers,
and none more so than the
Ganges and the Yamuna.
The faithful believe that a
dip in their waters will
cleanse them of their past
sins and end their process of
reincarnation, particularly
on auspicious days. The
most propitious of these
days occur in cycles of 12
years during a festival called
the Maha Kumbh Mela, or
pitcher festival.

The festival is a series of
ritual baths by Hindu sa-
dhus, or holy men, and other
pilgrims at the confluence of
three sacred rivers that
dates to at least medieval
times. Hindus believe that
the mythical Saraswati river
once flowed from the Hima-
layas through Prayagraj,
meeting there with the Gan-
ges and the Yamuna.

Bathing takes place ev-
eryday, but on the most aus-
picious dates, naked, ash-
smeared monks charge
toward the holy rivers at
dawn. Many pilgrims stay
for the entire festival, ob-
serving austerity, giving
alms and bathing at sunrise
every day.

“We feel peaceful here
and attain salvation from
the cycles of life and death,”
said Bhagwat Prasad Ti-
wari, a pilgrim.

The festival has its roots
in a Hindu tradition that
says the god Vishnu wrested
a golden pitcher containing
the nectar of immortality
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A DEVOTEE prays before taking a dip at the confluence of the Ganges, Yamuna
and Saraswati rivers on the first day of India’s Maha Kumbh festival on Monday.

from demons. Hindus be-
lieve that a few drops fell in
the cities of Prayagraj,
Nasik, Ujjain and Haridwar
— the four places where the
Kumbh festival has been
held for centuries.

The Kumbh rotates
among these four pilgrim-
age sites about every three
years on a date prescribed
by astrology. This year’s fes-
tival is the biggest and
grandest of them all. A
smaller version of the festi-
val, called Ardh Kumbh, or
Half Kumbh, was organized
in 2019, when 240 million visi-
tors were with

3,000 kitchens and 150,000
restrooms. Divided into 25
sections and spreading over
15 square miles, the tent city
also has housing, roads,

electricity and water, com-
munication towers and 1
hospitals. Murals depicting
stories from Hindu scrip-
tures are painted on the city

walls.

Indian Railways has also
introduced more than 90
special trains that will
make nearly 3,300 trips dur-
ing the festival to transport
devotees, besides regular
trains.

About 50,000 security
personnel — a 50% increase
from 2019 — are also sta-
tioned in the city to maintain
law and order and crowd
management.

More than 2,500 cameras,
some powered by artificial
intelligence, will send crowd
movement and density in-
formation to four central
control rooms, where offi-
cials can quickly deploy per-
sonnel to avert stampedes.

Modi’s ruling party
capitalizes on event

India’s past leaders have
capitalized on the festival to
strengthen their relation-
ship with Hindus, who make
up nearly 80% of the coun-
try’s more than 14 billion
people. But under Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, the
festival has become an inte-
gral part of its advocacy of
Hindu nationalism.

For Modi and his party,
Indian civilization is insepa-
rable from Hinduism, al-
though critics say the par-
ty's philosophy is rooted in
Hindu

indu festival

The Uttar Pradesh state,
headed by Adityanath — a
powerful Hindu monk and a
popular hard-line Hindu
politician in Modi's party —
has allocated more than
$765 million for this year's
event. It has also used the
festival to boost his and the
prime minister’s image, with
giant billboards and posters
all over the city showing
them both, alongside slo-
gans touting their govern-
ment welfare policies.

The festival is expected
to boost the ruling Hindu
nationalist Bharatiya Jana-
ta Party’s record of promot-
ing Hindu cultural symbols
for its support base. But re-
cent Kumbh gatherings
have also been caught in
controversies.

Modi's government
changed the city’s Mughal-
era name from Allahabad to
Prayagraj as part of its Mus-
lim-to-Hindu name-chang-
ing effort nationwide ahead
of the 2019 festival and the
national election that his
party won.

In 2021, his government
refused to call off the festival
in Haridwar despite a surge
in coronavirus cases, fearing
a backlash from religious
leaders in the Hindu-major-
ity country.

Saaliq writes for the
A Press.

If approved, Hegseth would oversee troops
who could be fired for same things he’s done
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about 50 million taking a rit-
ual bath on the busiest day.

400 million people
to travel to city

At least 400 million peo-
ple — more than the popula-
tion of the United States —
are expected in Prayagraj
over the next 45 days, ac-
cording to officials. That is
around 200 times the 2 mil-
lion pilgrims who arrived in
the Muslim holy cities of
Mecca and Medina in Saudi
Arabia for the annual Hajj
pilgrimage last year.

The festival is a big test
for Indian authorities seek-
ing to showcase the Hindu
religion, tourism and crowd
management.

A vast ground along the
banks of the rivers has been
converted into a sprawling
tent city equipped with more

WASHINGTON — If
Pete Hegseth were still in
uniform, his extramarital af-
fairs and a decision to flatly
ignore a combat command-
er's directive would not just
be drawing the attention of
senators — they also could
have run afoul of military
law.

That is raising questions
among current and former
defense leaders and veter-
ans about whether Hegseth
would be able to enforce dis-
cipline in the ranks if con-
firmed as President-elect
Donald Trump’s Defense
secretary. Hegseth would
oversee more than 2 million
troops who could be disci-
plined or kicked out of the
service for the same behav-
jor he has acknowledged or
been accused of in the past.

Hegseth, a 44-year-old
Army National Guard veter-
an and former Fox News
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PETE HEGSETH'S issues are expected to come up
Tuesday at his Senate confirmation hearing.

mer Defense Secretary
Chuck Hagel, who served in
the Obama ration

sault allegation but ac-
knowledged paying the
mana He

and was a longtime Republi-
can senator. “You can't min-
imize how important char-
acteris inleadership.”
Although it's very rare for
service members to be disci-
plined solely for consensual
affairs, it's more likely to be

wo! e was
going through a divorce at
the time after having a child
with a Fox News producer
who became his current
wife, according to court re-
cords and his social media

posts.
Trump and his support-

and Afghanistan veterans.

“The average American
might scratch their head
that you can literally be
kicked out of the military for
cheating on your spouse.
But it is fact. And that’s just
because the military holds
itself to a higher standard
when it comes to character,”
said Allison Jaslow, who
served as an Army officer in
Iraq and now heads the Iraq
and Afghanistan Veterans of
America, a group of about
425,000.

In a November podcast,
Hegseth said he told his pla-
toon in Iraq in 2005 to ignore
a commander’s directive to
not fire on someone unless
they raised their weapon to
shoot at U.S. troops.

“Clear asday, I remember
walking out of that briefing
and pulling my platoon to-
gether and being like, ‘Guys,
we're not doing that'”
Hegseth said. “If you see an
enemy, engage before he's
able to point his weapon at
you and shoot.” "



