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Deepavali: Not myve

i

And then, of course, comes the food:
murukku, laddoo, payasam and family

By JOSEPH TEK CHOON YEE
RECENTLY Ramesh Veloo, chief exec
of the Incorporated Society of Planter
suggested that I write about Deepaval
while he was out shopping for murukku.

Trust a planter to turn a festive snack
into a writing assignment!

“Who, me?” I asked.
A Malaysian Chinese writing about a

Hindu festival?
Surely he could find someone better

versed in its traditions. But while Rame
was hunting for crunchy murukku, he
given me something harder to chew on.
Then I thought, why not?

My ageing neurons could use the exe
cise, and a little cultural discovery might
yield another harvest of understanding
and muhibbah.

Better to keep learning than let the
mind lie fallow!

More importantly, Ramesh’s suggestion
awakened a memory from childhood,
long before I knew much about the rel
gious meaning of Deepavali.It came with the sound of friends chat-
ting, the sight of a family dressed in festive
clothes, and the irresistible prospect of a
very good meal.

A doorway in Section 17
Growing up in Petaling Jaya, I looke

forward to Deepavali at the home of my
friend Punithakumar in Section 17.

Every year, his family warmly wel-
comed friends of different races into the
house.
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We sat together, ate together and
enjoyed being friends.

We were practising muhibbah before
we had learnt to give it a grand name.

Only much later did I recognise what
such hospitality had given me: the confi-
dence to enter another community’s
world respectfully, without feeling that
our different beliefs made friendship any
less natural.

The boy at Punithakumar’s table under-

Ayodhya after exile and the defeat of
Ravana. In southern Indian traditions
familiar to many Malaysian Tamils, the
festival recalls Lord Krishna’s victory over
Narakasura, who symbolises oppression
and evil.

Other Hindu traditions place particul
emphasis on Goddess Lakshmi, prosper
and renewal. Jains and Sikhs have impor-
tant observances around this period, each
with its own religious significance.

murukku, laddoo, payasam and family
specialities passed from one generation to
another.

I am reminded that a kolam deserves
appreciation before anyone steps over it,while murukku is almost inviting us to

eak it.
One is a feast for the eyes; the other,

ather noisily, for the teeth.
The kolam, too, contains layers of mean-

ng.
Traditionally made with rice flour in

some households, it can express generosi-
ty as well as beauty, since even tiny crea-
tures may feed on the grains.

Such customs have evolved, but the
thought is appealing: a welcoming thresh-

d can extend beyond the guests we
xpect.
One wonders how many lessons in
ndness are tucked into traditions we

have previously admired only as decora-
tions.

Yet Deepavali is not merely a colourful
open house.

Behind the food and finery are devo-
on, family bonds, gratitude and the pos-

would rather acknowledge their differenc
than squeeze them into one convenient
explanation. Respect is not the same as
claiming to know everything. Sometimes i
begins with admitting how much there is to
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