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    Author’s Preface




    Thanks to Readers and a Word about Authorities




    Thanks to you, the reader, for your interest in this work. If you go on, you will read a book about Hinduism. You might have opened it because you are curious about Hinduism, or seriously interested in Hinduism, or find Hinduism confusing, or implausible or because you are a Hindu and wonder what to say when someone questions you about your belief. You might be a student, or a teacher. You might be a scientist, attracted by the skeptic’s perspective and wondering how so many people can believe the nonsense that you think Hinduism represents. You might be a scholar and wonder how anyone can dare to present herself as an authority in a book with no references. You might be seeking a companion to The Gita, A New Translation of Hindu Sacred Scripture published a few years ago. Whatever your viewpoint or reason for reading at least this far, I hope not to disappoint you. This book was written for you.




    You do not have to read On Hinduism in its entirety to benefit from it. You can pick and choose among the chapters because each chapter has a different theme and each one is self-contained. If you do read the whole book, you will find some subjects revisited in different contexts and you will gain more understanding. To assist you, we have provided a complete index and glossary. To make reading convenient, I have incorporated details that could have been relegated to footnotes into the text itself. Similarly, I have explained some important terms as they appear.




    Hinduism is a big subject with many facets and much as I have tried to avoid complexity, I may not have always succeeded. In some cases, I chose completeness and accuracy over simplicity. Thus, it is fine for readers to skip portions that may not address questions of immediate interest. This work is designed to be used as a reference, and readers can always revisit what was missed the first time around.




    Hindu Philosophy is a dominant force in our world, as it has been for millennia. Although Hinduism is a viewpoint, like all philosophies and religions, this particular viewpoint has had great impact on large numbers of people for many thousands of years and in the twenty-first century it is marching full steam ahead. Thus, Hinduism should not be an enigma to so many.




    In a sense, On Hinduism is an opinion about an opinion. Religions are beliefs and opinions about the universe, about humankind, about birth and death and matters of the spirit. Hinduism itself is a widely held belief system and this work is a true account of what Hindus believe. It is grounded in too many sources to list, sources that do not lend themselves to a bibliography as many details have been absorbed, shaped, and evolved as they worked themselves into this book.




    The authorities upon which this work is gratefully based can be placed in four categories as follows:




    Writings




    

      	Scripture




      	Translations and commentaries on scripture




      	Mythology




      	Historical texts




      	Biographical texts




      	Philosophical texts




      	Sanskrit grammars




      	Annotated illustrations and photographs




      	Scientific works




      	Articles




      	Dictionaries




      	Fiction


    




    Word of Mouth




    

      	Lectures




      	Countless conversations in several languages with three generations of Hindu priests, philosophers, devotees, relatives, friends of Hinduism.




      	Countless conversations in several languages with three generations of agnostics, atheists, critics of Hinduism and believers in other religions.


    




    Experience




    

      	Participation in Hindu life over many years




      	Participation in Hindu rituals over many years.




      	Travel throughout the world.


    




    The Internet




    

      	With particular appreciation for Wikipedia and many individuals and organizations who have shared their viewpoints and wisdom on many websites.


    




    Once again, thank you for giving this book your consideration.




    —Irina Gajjar


  




  

    A Skeptic’s Perspective




    This book is a discussion from the perspective of a scholar and believer. This commentary, however, is a discussion by a skeptic and atheist. On Hinduism is a comprehensive account of contemporary Hinduism: a religion that for many justifies place and existence. Yet, in discussing God and truths, there is much work to be done before our species reaches consensus.




    Assumptions are the bedrock of all philosophies and their associated ideologies, world-views and paradigms. The value we attribute to such assumptions and their relevance to truth is the subject of this commentary.




    Hindus addressing God and the soul assume their reality and permanence. The atheist assumes perception, experience and the existence of self to be dictated by the physical world alone. And by coupling theory with experiment, science assumes reality to be measurable. As perception is an act of measurement, the assumptions of the atheist and scientist are equivalent. For the two, discussion of the unmeasurable (without regard to practicality) is discussion of the supernatural.




    Hinduism considers God to be everything, but not limited to being only everything. God is eternity, the infinite, and the finite. He is all and more. By this extension of dominion, “God” can no longer be synonymous with “everything.” He now also exists amidst the supernatural or perhaps constitutes it. Where we find the supernatural is where we find the rest of God. While we cannot reasonably dispute the existence of the supernatural, the soul—which is also regarded by Hinduism as unmeasurable and eternal—is another matter entirely.




    The soul will render itself superfluous to any consistent physical description of a life form. In describing a watch, if we understand all mechanisms and principles of operation, no additional concept or idea is necessary to explain its purpose, function or state. I have faith, that I do not inhabit my body, but I am because of my body. The establishment of a unified blueprint of life by science will exile the soul and the assumption of the existence of the soul will prove itself to be invalid. Thereafter, the soul will solely serve as a potent synonym for human identity.




    On the other hand, the idea of reincarnation more closely represents occurrences in the natural world. Reincarnation may be understood as a metaphor for the clustering of matter into life and its consequent return to a banal and inorganic state. While Hinduism is able to provide metaphorical aids for understanding the physical nature of existence, we can explain scientific phenomena using well-defined terminology and convention. We must appreciate that rigor and catalog enhance the possibility of consensus and thereby curtail bias.




    Religious faith attempts to bridge the divide between our aspirations for knowledge and our capacity to know. However in doing so, it often disparages established though fragile truths. Do not mistake me: the limits of scientific pursuit are real. We might ask what remains after the scientific method is exhausted. While I am content to call the remainder God, conjecture should stop there—to call it anything is daring enough.




    With thoughts of mourners sweating by the flames of your pyre, the futility of being is realized. Thus, the tendency to submit to indoctrination is understandable given the considerable social benefits of organized religion and the comforting promise of the immortality of self. Nonetheless, human comfort and conviction are not acceptable measures of physical truth. An evolving consensus based on physical evidence is the best approximation of truth our species can justify.




    This book provides the framework necessary to consider and understand the depth and importance of Hinduism. If you are inclined, you will no doubt find comfort and wisdom in its pages. If you are not, you may be enticed to challenge the views of a convincing and distinguished writer. I regard this work as both a historical and philosophical account grounded by the deep reflections of an important mind.




    —Ravi J. Heugle


  




  

    Chapter One




    Hindus and Hinduism




    Those who Trust God




    are on the Road to Me




    But those who do not trust God




    are lost




    (Gita 3:31)




    The question, “Who is a Hindu?” is much harder to answer than the question “What is Hinduism?”




    Historians, teachers, scholars, and gurus have disagreed about Hinduism for centuries and continue to disagree. Hindus themselves agree even less about who they are and what they believe. The reason is that Hinduism, while clear and simple, is a universal faith. Hinduism has powerful tenets, but they are open to interpretation and evolving scientific truth. Respect for individual thought runs deep. Alternatives abound. Hinduism is easy to understand for Hindus, but complex or varied explanations create confusion in the minds of those who have not absorbed or been absorbed by Hinduism. Numerous and divergent ideas, images, and theories confuse strangers to Hinduism while Hindus themselves find giving answers to outsiders difficult because they never considered the questions.




    To believers or followers of Hinduism, their religion is a premise, a starting point, rather than a conclusion or ending point. Hinduism can be viewed as a springboard. Hindus jump off that springboard and make leaps of faith. This is why describing a Hindu as a believer in Hinduism is accurate, but at the same time incomplete and redundant. It must be true that no Hindu believes everything that has been preached in the name of Hinduism. The majority of Hindus have not even read the Bhagavad Gita or the Gita in its entirety, which is a pity as this short quintessential scripture that contains the distilled essence of Hinduism is one of the greatest writings ever written. Yet Hindus remain staunch and sophisticated in their affiliation. Their mindset is composed of philosophy, spirituality, and ethics, all colored by ritual, mythology, and tradition.




    Hinduism came to India from Northwest Asia in about 1500 bce. It arrived with Aryan (Indo-Iranian) horsemen who moved down the Indian peninsula and, by at least 500 bce, firmly established the ancient Vedic culture that they brought with them. These newcomers overwhelmed the existing highly developed Indus Valley Civilization, already in a state of decline. The Aryans brought along little in the way of materialism, but a wealth of ancient wisdom. Their legacy comes from the Vedas, a body of literary scripture. The Vedas were originally passed down by word of mouth from generation to generation before they were recorded in Sanskrit, a rich complex language. Sanskrit gave rise to the vernacular languages of Northern India and it lives on in religious writings. At the same time, elements of the earlier Indus Valley beliefs and customs also survive in twenty-first century Hinduism.




    A short definition of Hinduism may be: “A religious belief that aims at merging the soul into God.” This definition acknowledges the concepts of religion, soul, and God and implies some vaguely common opinion about what these concepts represent. A longer definition may say: “Hinduism is a religion that seeks merger of the soul into God by means of loving worship, of knowledge, or of good deeds. Hindu belief is premised on a belief in karma which in turn is based on the idea of reincarnation.” Most Hindus find reincarnation and karma fairly easy to understand, but they are not of one mind regarding how reincarnation works or how to worship, or what deeds are good. Nor do Hindus agree on the significance or even the existence of God. Hinduism allows for everyone to follow an inner guide. Knowledge, faith, skepticism, agnosticism, questions, and traditions are personal and variable. Hindus may choose to follow the teachings of their family or of a guru or they may just go with the flow.




    One of the vows in Hindu marriage ceremonies illustrates the importance of freedom of personal belief. Both the bride and the bridegroom encourage one another to develop their personal faith through worship that is free from interference.




    The Gita crystallizes Hindu thought but it too is subject to interpretation. It does not require a Hindu to believe anything in particular. Instead, it glorifies goodness and truth and makes references to beliefs that are taken for granted. It addresses human doubts, questions, and fears and inspires physical and spiritual courage. This teaching illustrates the meaning of merging into God, soul, worship, knowledge, good deeds, karma, and reincarnation. It sets forth diverse and sometimes opposing criteria for attaining enlightenment or becoming one with the infinite which, according to Hindu theory, represents ultimate bliss.




    God is implicit, though debated in Hinduism. He is an idea that cannot be grasped by the human mind, a presumption regarding an absolute, awesome eternal energy worthy of adoration.




    God is separate and distinct from the gods of mythology who romp about as did the gods in Greek and Roman myths. God is also separate from His human incarnations. Both in myths and in scripture, Divine Avatars act on behalf of God’s invisible, unfathomable form. Lord Krishna, an Avatar of Lord Vishnu, the Preserver, who is believed to be the source of all other Avatars, explains:




    I am born from time to time




    whenever the good need my protection.




    I am born to destroy the bad and help the good.




    (Gita 4:7)




    The Hindu Divinity is the flame of truth envisioned by humans to be in harmony with the light that shines within. Because individual perceptions of the absolute differ greatly from one another, Hindu philosophy seamlessly conjoins and separates symbols, ideas, stories, and beliefs that pertain to God or to gods. As God is the Creator, the Destroyer, the Preserver as well as invisible, omnipresent, omnipotent, indestructible, and one with us, there is no perception that any divine representation or symbolism whatsoever could be flawed.




    While Hinduism understands that God is beyond the grasp of human thought, it also acknowledges God’s tremendous power over our human minds and lives. As the quest for enlightenment is the quest to become one with God, Hinduism strives to bring humankind to oneness with divinity.




    Hindu philosophy gives great importance to the soul or spirit which it distinguishes from the mind as well as from the body. Hinduism equates the spirit with God. Chapter thirteen of the Bhagavad Gita explains that the spirit cannot be described, that it cannot act, that it is always pure and endless as the sun and the sky. God is considered the greatest spirit. Thus, to Hindus, finding our soul is akin to finding infinity within us. It equates to achieving a perfection which can only be attained by a highly evolved soul, a soul that over many lifetimes has superseded the limitations of humanness.




    Though Hindus know deeply that the ultimate aim of their faith is to achieve unity with God, daily life and worship generally focus on more immediate results. Karma may take ages to play out, but the laws of cause and effect that are its foundation may also operate more quickly. Divine intervention works hand in hand with karma that is created by human behavior. Thus, worship is a path to enlightenment and simply setting forth on this path has its own validity. Progressing on the path to God is not only about reaching a destination. Making the journey earns merit in itself.




    Hindu scriptures and customs consider a wide range of activities as worship: fulfillment of duty, prayer, pursuit of knowledge, honoring elders and teachers, tending to shrines in the home, visiting temples, going on pilgrimages, bathing in holy waters, practicing moderation, fasting, performing rituals, chanting, engaging in meditation and yoga, attending and participating in ceremonies, listening to preachers, performing classical dance, and so on. These activities are incorporated into secular life. Though none of them are singly defining, it is virtually certain that routine customs and occurrences will engage just about every Hindu in some overt forms of worship. Mindsets may differ regarding the value or effect of these variegated activities, but participating in some of them is unavoidable.




    The vast array of practices that make up worship in Hinduism may befuddle strangers to such rituals. Although most ritualistic acts and sacrifices have specific and generally known purposes, collectively their aim is to enhance the mind’s focus and thereby to extend consciousness. These ceremonies as well as actions undertaken in the name of God or goodness acknowledge and revere a power higher and greater than the power of the human mind or the human heart. Whatever form worship takes, be it worship of God or of another deity, worship in any form acknowledges the existence of something greater than humankind. Chapter four of the Gita, “The Sword of Knowledge,” explains:




    A puja is a ceremony for God.




    It is a sacrifice.




    The puja is Brahma [God].




    The fire which is part of the puja is Brahma.




    The person who performs the puja is Brahma.




    Brahma is God’s everlasting power.




    We cannot see or hear or feel Brahma.




    Reaching Brahma and understanding Brahma




    is the reason for the puja.




    (Gita 4:24, 25)




    These particular verses refer to ritualistic ceremonies; however, other passages recognize that anything at all done in the name of God ultimately leads to freedom and to merging oneself into the absolute being.




    Although Hinduism glorifies God, it does not require its followers to accept God’s power or even God’s existence. Doubt may be a starting point. Hindu scripture, philosophy, and Hindus themselves believe that attaining knowledge of truth could take lifetimes. Meanwhile, following the right course provides ongoing rewards. Self-betterment can bring peace of mind as well as material improvements not only in future lifetimes, but also in the present lifetime. Prayers may be answered, even if uttered by disbelievers. The act of praying or making a sacrifice, or purposefully doing a good deed in itself implies belief in the possibility that the prayer or sacrifice or deed will invoke the intervention of a force capable of delivering results.




    Hinduism defines knowledge as more than the acquisition of information. Knowledge pertains first and foremost to knowing God. This covers everything from seeking God, to knowing about God, to understanding God, or to feeling God. Chapter seven of the Bhagavad Gita, “Knowing God,” offers a road map to the unveiling of the mystery of life. It explains that of the countless people who exist, only a few seek God and that of those few, only a handful gain a true understanding of divinity.




    True knowledge pertains to understanding the Creator who causes the worlds and is the “life principle” or the essence of life. In his incarnation as Lord Krishna, God says that He is composed of earth, water, fire, air, ether, mind, reason, and the self. He tells us that He is the wetness in water, the light in the moon and sun, and the sacred symbol Om which encompasses God and the Universe:




    I am the manliness in men




    and the smell of the earth




    and the brightness in fire.




    I am life in living things.




    I am the seed in all beings.




    I am the wisdom in men’s minds.




    I am the strength of the strong




    and the wish in your heart.




    (Gita 7:9, 10, 11)




    Knowledge means understanding that God is the only reality, because only God, the absolute, is unchanging and constant. The physical world is an illusion that creates attachment and desire which distract, confuse, and blind us. They haze our vision, but the quest for understanding dispels ignorance and opens our eyes to God who is ever present for all to see.




    The quest for secular knowledge is included in the quest for wisdom aimed at knowing the absolute. All knowledge contributes to solving the big puzzle that motivates inquiry. Human beings cannot identify, let alone put together, the pieces of this puzzle. We do not know the right questions, let alone the right answers, to questions like How big is the Universe? Where did the Universe start? Where does it end? What moves it? Who are we? Where did we come from? Where are we headed after death? Yet, these questions pursue us. Thus, though the ultimate truth is a mystery, truth learned through the pursuit of knowledge is ultimate.




    Hindus consider that along with worship and knowledge, the path of good action also leads to unity with God. In a sense, the three paths become one because deeds, worship, and seeking knowledge are actions in themselves. In chapter three of the Bhagavad Gita, “God Explains Right Action,” Lord Krishna points out that the world and God himself cannot function without action. However, while the paths of worship, knowledge, and action all lead to God, all action does not. Only good deeds performed with detachment from their outcome do. Detachment requires surrendering the results of our deeds to a higher power. Actions taken with attachment to their fruit do not lead to anything. Doing your best and letting God do the rest is the path to enlightenment. Beyond doing your best, performing good deeds in fulfillment of duty rather than in pursuit of a specific result leads to complete knowledge of God.




    Like people, actions have their own results and destinies. Results are determined by the characters of the actors that brought them about and by the characters and destinies of all the participants in the intertwined chain of events that influenced them. To understand this notion is to be able to strive without focusing on the outcome of our effort. So while it is not easy to act without being result oriented, and while the world judges by results, it is important to recognize that the results of our efforts are not always in our hands.




    Naturally, the idea of detachment cannot cause people to disassociate themselves from goals. Part of doing your best requires a focus on outcome. In preparing for an exam that could determine your future, you must consider the grading system. But you can detach by understanding that factors beyond your control—like a curve or the examiner’s bias—may determine how you fare. Detachment facilitates concentration. Letting the chips fall where they may leaves the outcome of your efforts to chance or God and frees you from attachment.




    Hindu philosophy considers that karma predicts and determines the consequences of all actions. Karma does not quite equate to destiny. Predetermination forges destiny, whereas karma generates and regenerates itself when beings act. Karma incorporates the law of cause and effect that says what goes around comes around. It also reflects the laws of physics that say energy is not lost or created. Karma is relative in that it is not restricted by time or by space, at least not in the sense that human beings understand these limitations. In other words, karma is not necessarily confined to our planet or our lifetime. Although it may work quickly, it creates itself and plays itself out in any time frame and in any or many spaces within the universe or universes. Karma goes on and on until the authors of the actions that trigger it merge into the supreme being or perhaps cease to exist. At such a time they and their karma become part of the cosmic energy pool.




    Different Hindus perceive the relationship between God and karma in different ways. Some go so far as to say that karma determines the future and God does not exist or matter at all. Some equate the divine force with karma or believe that God creates karma and hence see no issue regarding interaction between the two. Yet other individuals and Hindu schools of thought, more conventionally, see God as the dispenser of karma, which He possibly tempers with divine mercy. Whatever their particular viewpoint, Hindu philosophers and laymen agree with the viewpoint that good behavior earns merit and improves their karma and that misfortune is the product of prior bad behavior. Even those who do not fully believe in karmic power generally consider the idea of karma a plausible guideline for ethical living.




    The concept of karma complements the theory of reincarnation. Since karma does not play out in the context of one lifetime, actions performed in earlier lifetimes account for reactions that occur in later ones. Reincarnation means rebirth in the flesh, or re-embodiment. Most Hindus believe in reincarnation. The idea that human beings have been born and died before is pivotal in the Gita and other religious and philosophical texts. Lord Krishna explains this to Arjun, India’s great epic hero, on the brink of battle:




    Oh, Arjun, birth leads to death and death leads to birth,




    so do not grieve over something that cannot be helped




    Everyone died before he was born




    and was born before he died.




    So what is there to be sad about?




    All creatures are formless before birth




    and formless after death.




    They only have form during life




    which is between birth and death.




    (Gita 2:26, 27, 28)




    Although reincarnation is not confined to earth, human experience and memory often limit ideas of birth and rebirth to our world. Most references to other worlds and beings come from myths that tantalize minds with vivid details empowering Hindus to see their belief in colorful dimensions. Philosophy and mythology incorporate karma and reincarnation suggesting that something lies between earthly existence and unity with the absolute or unity with nothingness.




    Hinduism sets forth a comprehensive world view. However, the breadth, depth, and boundlessness of this view may perplex those unaccustomed to following alternative trains of thought. For example, though Hindus take God’s multiple roles of Creator, Preserver, and Destroyer for granted, others may consider these roles in conflict, failing to take into account that they represent the cycles followed by the universe.




    Similarly, non-Hindus may consider worshiping an absolute God incongruent with worshiping the many gods in the Hindu mythological pantheon. These super beings illustrated in books and posters and on big and little screens live in other worlds or in the imagination. But shouldn’t we wonder at our imagination? Isn’t imagination also a world? Isn’t the source of human thoughts and ideas as real as the universe? Isn’t the output of the human mind as real as the world which is illusory in itself?




    Although Hinduism is a theistic religion, it has many followers who doubt God or ignore God or disbelieve in God. Important schools of philosophy have put forth doctrines that view the human soul independently from God. Because Hindus acknowledge that God is unfathomable, they may freely question, opine upon or dismiss that which is beyond knowing. However, most Hindu atheists and agnostics still believe that good actions and good deeds earn merit and produce good results. Others follow their moral compass with speculation. Hinduism teaches that people who engage in good pursuits without considering merit or results earn the greatest merit. They act with purity because they have no expectations. This perspective recognizes that disbelievers on the path of goodness may progress further than their believing counterparts precisely because they do not have even the expectation of attaining oneness with God.




    Hindu philosophy is premised on the idea of God, not on belief in God. Thus the divine force, howsoever it may be perceived, or even if it is disregarded, is ever present. Hinduism does not demand faith in God. Rather it provides links to the idea of God. Those interested can click on a link at any time.




    What then describes Hindus if not faith in God, or acceptance of the tenets of Hinduism, or following the dictates of Hindu scriptures, or performing specific rituals? Responses often given to the question “Who is a Hindu?” include: followers of Hindu traditions, believers in Vedic philosophy, persons who follow dharma (a complex inclusive term representing maintaining balance, staying on the path of truth, and fulfillment of duty), persons of righteousness, persons who perform Hindu sacraments, persons who live a Hindu lifestyle, persons who uphold Hindu values, seekers of God, and persons who profess themselves to be Hindu.




    The above replies are all correct, but none is definitive, given the wide diversity in individual beliefs. The last statement is probably the closest to the best answer. Nobody can judge the belief of a particular Hindu, but persons who believe themselves to be a Hindu know what they believe. Thus, a Hindu may best be described as someone who calls himself Hindu and who does not adhere to any other religion.




    Hinduism is universal, but distinctive. It is inclusive, but will not incorporate a belief system that excludes freedom of thought. It is a world view that does not accept religions that prescribe exclusive doctrines, mandate specifics beliefs, or disrespect ideas they fail to understand. Thus a Hindu cannot appropriately belong to another faith.




    Hindus number about one billion. They staunchly hold to their faith, philosophy, and practices. They have maintained their millennia old traditions at home in India and have taken them all over the globe. Over the years, the Western world has become somewhat more familiar with Hinduism and aspects of Hindu practice like yoga and meditation. More and more people of different heritages are taking interest in, understanding, and incorporating Hindu beliefs into their lives. Some have decided to consider themselves Hindus and if they are good people, they make other Hindus glad.




    Notwithstanding the great differences between each Hindu’s interpretation of what Hinduism means as a religion and as a philosophy and of what it requires in the way of commitment, it is commitment to their religion and philosophy that defines who they are.
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