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Hinduism 

Comparing World Religions Study 

History and General Information 

 The earliest records available show that the birth of Hinduism occurred around 2700 BC 

 At first, the faith system centered on rituals including cleansing, cremation of the dead, fertility cults, and 

worship of various gods 

 Around 1700 BC, writings known as the Vedas emerged; they were considered divine texts that offered hymns 

to the early gods 

 Through the Vedas, Hinduism was organized with defined practices and rituals, focusing on submission to a 

specific multitude of gods 

 The religion developed to offer divine laws for virtually every aspect of life, including morals, ethics, politics, 

law, worship, food, family, etc. 

 Hinduism has evolved over the centuries, shifting from pantheistic beliefs, similar to Greek mythology, to 

worship that is directed more toward God, who descended to earth 

Basic Beliefs 

 Dharma is the Indian philosophy of ultimate truth; it is understood as the wheel that upholds natural law and 

serves as the guide for keeping a person on the path of righteousness and moral integrity 

 Hinduism believes that dharma presents an accurate understanding of the power of nature established by God 

 It is believed that Hindus progress through four stages of life and that the first stage offers the person the 

opportunity to be a student of the religion where he learns dharma as the way of  righteousness 

 Dharma is the right way to live, governing a person’s ethics, morality, religion, and duties’ 

 It leads people to be generous, kind, and honest 

 Karma is the concept of action in the Hindu life 

 It teaches a cause-effect relationship to all actions 

 Decisions made in previous lives affect the current life and decisions made now will affect future lives 

 The belief in karma is seen as a key factor in leading a Hindu to take responsibility for individual decisions 

 Three kinds of karma 

 Kriyamana (current): the active karma being established, the effects of which will be experienced later 

 Sanchita (accumulated): the sum of a Hindu’s karma from past lives that has followed the individual into the 

present life 

 Prarabdha (fruit-bearing): the portion of sanchita that is responsible for the person’s present life and cannot 

be circumvented or altered 

 Moksha is the belief in being liberated from the repeated cycle of birth, life, and death called samsara 

 For the Hindu, this means being freed from a sense of self 

 Some groups define moksha as an individual’s oneness with the supreme god of Hinsuism, Brahman 

 Others see it as the experience that allows an individual’s existence to serve the god Vishnu 

 Moksha is attained by following the correct paths in life and practicing yogas 

 Yogas are the disciplines of the Hindu life 
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 Karma yoga: the discipline of action that focuses on the dharma; a Hindu develops the discipline to do what 

is right, apart from the motivation of the reward 

 Jnana yoga: the discipline of knowledge that compels a Hindu to awareness of the body and the soul, as well 

as the ability to distinguish between the two 

 Raja yoga: the discipline of meditation that cultivates the mind and facilitates attaining moksha 

 Bhakti yoga: the discipline of love exercised toward God, primarily as worship and devotion to the divine 

 Hatha yoga: a later form of yoga developed for the health of the human body; teaches that purifying the body 

is related to the purification of the mind; its disciplines are the basis for the popular health and wellness 

practiced in modern secular yoga 

 An important Hindu concept is ahimsa, the principle of nonviolence that forbids a Hindu from injuring another 

person in word, thought, or deed; it forbids killing another living creature; Gandhi famously exemplified these 

nonviolent practices 

 The caste system is a unique feather of Hinduism 

 There are four different types of people 

 Brahmins: best and most holy 

 Kshatriyas: rulers and warriors 

 Vaisyas: craftsmen 

 Sudras: everyone else 

 The caste system, though outlawed by the Indian government, still plays an important part in the social 

order of India 

 From early times the Hindus revered the cow and considered it a possessor of great power 

 The Hare Krishna movement is both new and part of ancient Hinduism 

 Places emphasis on bhakti yoga, he ecstatic love of God 

 Believes God is personal 

 Liberation is attained through hearing and chanting about Krishna 

Sacred Texts 
 The earliest Hindu writings are called srutis, which means “that which is heard” 

 They are a collection of teachings known as Vedas; Hindus believe these were revealed by the gods 

 The earliest messages from the gods are a collection of prayers known as mantras to be offered to the multitude 

of Hindu gods 

 There are four general mantras 

 Rigveda: hymns and praise of knowledge directed to the devas of Hindu 

 Yajurveda: mantras of knowledge regarding sacrifice; fire sacrifice was an important part of early Hindu 

worship 

 Samaveda: songs of knowledge sung by a priest during sacrifices 

 Atharvaveda: poems of wisdom inspired by the gods 

 Each Veda has four elements: 

 Samhita: spoken part repeated as a form of devotion to the devas 

 Brahmanas: written instruction about a particular ritual 
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 Aranyaka: written instruction about a sacrifice 

 Upanishad: commentary and insight into the relationship of the individual to Brahman 

The Primary Gods of Hinduism 

 The Supreme Being of Hinduism is Brahman, a spirit with masculine and feminine characteristics 

 Some Hindus believe that the human soul is one with Brahman and that life’s quest is to realize the fullness of 

that union 

 Others believe that Brahman is independent and true worship of Brahman is expressed through service to the 

god 

 In such worship, the various attributes of the god are worshiped and called various names: Vishnu, Shiva, 

Brahman, or Shakti 

 Other angelic beings or lesser gods, called devas, exist in Hinduism 

 These represent forces of nature or morality 

 Over time, this concept developed to encompass around 330 devas, out of whom Brahman emerged as the 

Supreme Being 

 Hindus believe in traditions where the gods left heaven and lived upon the earth in an incarnate form called 

avatars; these visitations have been recorded in the sacred texts of Hinduism 

 Brahaman: the self-born god of God, and god of creation 

 Ganesha: the elephant-headed deity, child of Parvatie, and the “remover of obstacles” 

 Kali: the goddess of death and destruction 

 Lakshmi: goddess of wealth and prosperity 

 Parvati: mother goddess, wife of Shiva, embodiment of the Himalayas 

 Saraswati: goddess of knowledge, music, and the arts 

 Shiva: supreme god of knowledge 

 Vishnu: master of the past, present, and future 

Jesus 

 Hindus largely do not dispute the many details of the biblical account of the life of Jesus, but they 

interpret them differently from classical Christianity 

 Hindus believe that the three Magi were Hindu wise men who did not follow a star but were led by 

Brahman’s eye revealed to them through deep meditation 

 A common Hindu teaching is that Jesus spent time in India learning Hindu from age 12-30 

 The death, burial, and resurrection are not interpreted literally but instead are perceived as ways of 

communicating that Jesus attained enlightenment and oneness with Brahman 

 Jesus is widely perceived as divine in Hinduism  

Heaven, Hell, Salvation, the Soul  

 The ultimate pursuit in life is either to experience oneness with Brahman or to serve Brahman 

forever 

 Six celestial levels above earth await individuals who, while living, establish positive karma 
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 Brahman lives on the highest plain, and if a Hindu attains moksha, he either becomes one with 

Brahman or goes to the highest plane to serve Brahman forever 

 Below the celestial realms are seven nether realms that are filled with riches and wealth and are 

protected by gods called nagas (who take the form of serpents) 

 Beneath the planes of the netherworld, 28 dimensions of hell await the person who issued negative 

karma in life; these realms are ruled by Yama, the lord of the dead 

 When a person’s karma has been fulfilled, he is reincarnated as another human or as an animal and 

returned to earth 

 “Salvation” comes through either works, knowledge, or devotion 

Worship 

 Hindus regularly take part in puja, prayer directed toward God, the gods, or a guru 

 These prayers show respect and love and establish and maintain a person’s relationship with the 

spiritual realm 

 Much attention in prayer is given to humbling oneself, helping the praying Hindu to detach from ego 

and self (which cause negative karma) 

 Puja can be offered in public or in private 

 The leader of the worship time (head of house or a priest) invites the gods to come down from 

heaven; certain icons are present to represent the gods, but are not believed to be actual gods (only 

contain the cosmic energy of the gods) 

 A time of offering follows, where the deities are invited to sit, be cleansed, and receive food, drink , 

and pampering 

 Prayer time is next, including the reading of Hindu scriptures 

A Response 

 The legends and stories about the gods and goddesses of Hinduism have no historical backing; the mythical nature 

of the Hindu deities is in total contrast to the historical evidence for God’s incarnation in Jesus Christ 

 The polytheistic nature of Hinduism is contradictory to the Bible’s message of one God 

 The law of karma is fatalistic in nature and undermines the biblical teaching on grace and mercy; the theory of 

reincarnation is not taught in the Bible; Hinduism teaches that karma is absolute, while Christian faith teaches 

that God’s mercy can override the wages of sin 

 The caste system denies the dignity and equality of 

all humans 

 The Hindu appreciation for Jesus Christ is not 

matched by a recognition and acceptance of the 

Gospels’ teaching that Jesus is the only Son of God, 

the One who died for our sins and rose to heavenly 

glory 
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