OVERVIEW OF HINDUISM

Madasamy Thirumalai (Sharing Your Faith with a Hindu, p. 20) states, “It’s not only the outside who finds it difficult to define a Hindu, the Hindus themselves acknowledge that they are so different from one another that it is almost impossible for them to define who they are. However, they also know that there is no need to define themselves for the benefit of others because they claim that they know who they are. They marvel at the variety of religious practices and believe that their ‘religion’ or their ‘way’ tolerates, encourages and accepts.”

I. The overwhelming majority of Hindus are from India; however, Nepal is the only nation that states Hinduism to be its “official” religion.

II. The vast majority of Hindus worship idols, images, pictures, relics, objects of nature (rivers, mountains, etc.), and other objects.

III. Hindus believe in rebirth (reincarnation) and karma. Karma simply means ‘action.’  All good actions produce good effects, and all bad actions produce bad effects. The fruits of good deeds bring about pleasure and enjoyment, the bad cause suffering and pain.  God is the dispenser of justice, making sure that everyone gets his or her own effects of his or her actions, not someone else’s. Some actions, due to their inherent nature, yield immediate effects while other yield late effects.  This, the late-bearing fruits of some actions may not come during the doer’s lifetime.  This ties the doctrine of karma to the doctrine of reincarnation.  The status of life one is born into is determined by this accumulated karma from past lives.  The only way to escape the consequences of karma is to achieve moksha (god-realization leading to release from the cycle of births and rebirths and union with god), and this can be done when a person performs all of his or her activities without expecting the fruits of his or her own actions, that is, actions are done solely for the pleasure of god.

IV. The entire caste system is rationalized on the basis of the doctrine of karma.  People are born into a certain caste within society based on the accumulated karma from past lives.  The higher the caste, of course, the better one’s karma from past lives.  The lower the caste, then, the worse one’s karma was from past lives.  A person’s station in life is fixed from birth according to the caste into which he or she is born.  Caste originally was defined by one’s vocation. For example, someone identified as a “Nai” was a barber.  Someone identified as a Brahmin was a priest (highest caste). Caste today does not necessarily identify one’s vocation, but it does determine one’s social status in society. During this lifetime, one cannot change his or her caste.  An individual’s worldview is colored or influenced by his or her caste upbringing.  The caste system discourages inter-caste marriage and, among many Hindus, discourages inter-caste dining.  In rural villages, caste determines where one lives in the village and from which well one can draw water.

V. The vast majority of Hindus are folk Hindus, meaning they are, at their core, animists.  Some characteristics of folk Hindus are:

A. Worship of idols and images.  While formal Hinduism would state that idols are not gods, but tangible images of the intangible god, for folk Hindus these idols are worshipped as gods. For the folk Hindu, the idol or image is seen to be the abode of the god being worshipped.  One way this is manifested is that when an idol is made, the last things that are painted on the idol are the eyes.  

B. The idols are made with exaggerated shapes and body parts to portray to the worshipper the emotions of awe, amazement, and devotion.  The idols are also made big and beautiful to show the worshipper that the god has greater power than people.  Idols are immobile and have no life, thus Hindus have rituals and festivals to create a sense of mobility and life in the idol.  Sometimes the idols are carried in a procession with music that gives the impression the god is among the people.  Stories and dramas that portray the gods to be alive, mobile and powerful are another method.  The gods are made into idols that have certain postures such as multiple faces, arms or other body parts, smiling, a bowed head, an extended hand, etc.  

C. Gods and goddesses – the gods and goddesses within Hinduism have their own hierarchy.  They are identified by their status and relationship to each other.  Some of these form their own kinship groups, marry each other, have children, fight among each other to establish their territorial rights or to demonstrate their supremacy, and often come down to earth to live and act as human beings.  The myriad of stories surrounding these gods and goddesses are myths, not historical fact, yet, in the mind of the common person there is no such distinction made. 

D. The gods and goddesses of Hinduism also reflect the social standing of the worshippers.  The gods and goddesses of high-caste Hindus are depicted with light skin (a sign of high caste) and are portrayed as vegetarian.  The high-caste gods occupy a higher place in the hierarchy.  

E. There are gods and goddesses of the earth or mother earth as many Hindus call it.   Bhumaadevi is the mother goddess of the earth.  Hindus also believe that gods and goddesses reside in the mountains, rivers, trees, plants, etc.There are fertility gods and goddesses as well as those of prosperity.  Ganesh (the guy with the elephant head) is worshipped as the god of prosperity while Shiva is often worshipped for the purpose of fertility, especially if one desires to have children.  One can often see the Shiva lingam (male sex organ) in shrines, temples and along the roadside where people come and worship seeking fertility for the land and for their own families.  Shakti is the goddess that represents female power and fertility.  Kali, Shiva’s consort, represents violent power, while Lakshmi, another of Shiva’s consorts, represents good fortune.

F. Material objects have divine power – Hindus believe that the divine exists in everything; therefore, they believe that gods/spirits exists in material objects. Thus, the ordinary Hindu will often use fetishes (an object of nature that gods are believed to operate through) and charms and talismans (objects used to ward off evil powers or tap into good powers). Charms, talismans or amulets can bring good fortune or provide protection from harm.

G. Divination – used to determine the future, understand the significance of the present by discovering what has happened or did not happen in the past.  Divination occurs via astrologists, numerologists, palm readers, face readers or simply via people believed to have diving powers.  Divination by dreams is widespread as is divination by ordeal – walking over burning coals being such an example.  Divination is often done by the diviner falling into a trance and calling upon spirits to possess the diviner in order to learn the truth.  Often the dead are summoned.  

H. Astrology is widespread among Hindus.  Consulting horoscopes is done at birth, special events, weddings, etc.  Other folk practices include magic, spiritism, animal sacrifice, and ancestor worship.  

I. Bhakti Marga  – This is the most common practice in folk Hinduism; the way of love and devotion to the gods.  This does not require any spiritual understanding, but simply worship.  The disciplines of Bhakti Marga involve maintaining physical and mental purity, prayer, chanting god’s holy name, singing devotional songs, and the adoration and worship of God (puja).  Worship is of two kinds: 1) external ritualistic worship, and 2) mental or meditation worship.

