
Identity: Hinduism 
Foundation: 
It is hard to make generalities that are common in Hinduism because there aren’t many. The 
term “Hinduism” came into use during the colonial period of the 1700’s in reference to all the 
religions in India that were not Muslim. Today “Hindu” is as much a cultural term as relgious, 
and refers to a person that is not Muslim, Christian, Jewish, or Parsi.  
 
The origins of Hinduism are difficult to trace with scholars saying anywhere from 6000BC to 
600BC.The earliest teachings are assumed to be composed anywhere from 1500BC to 600BC. 
These are called Vedas. An interesting note is that the Veda hymns show that the early form of 
Hinduism contained ritual animal sacrifice. Today, a common misconception is that Hindus are 
vegetarian, while only some are. Dietary habits are based upon caste and region, as well as 
religious practice which is also connected to caste and region. 
 
The Upanishads are the latest of the Veda teachings and they are philosophical in nature. It is 
from these that Karma originates. Karma means ‘action’. It is a system of rewards and 
punishments connected to the rebirth cycle. To escape the cycle and become immortal one 
needs to attain transforming experiential wisdom in order to be free of all karma. 
 
The center of the wisdom is having experiential knowledge of the relationship between soul and 
the supreme being, or Atman and Brahman. To know Brahman is to enter a new state of 
consciousness since Brahman cannot be described.  
 
The supreme being Brahman makes it sound like there is one god in Hinduism, however, there 
is and there isn’t. There is 1, or 1.5, or 6, or 33, or 303, or 3,003, or 3.3 million. If all of this 
seems a bit confusing it should come as no surprise that Hindus in general have different 
mindset than people with a Western mindset. Neither way is better than the other, it is just that 
the different mindsets can lead to a different idea of what a “logical conclusion” may be for the 
person.  
 
While most Hindus will recognize the importance of the Vedas, most have no idea what they 
contain. The priestly caste (brahmins) have the most working knowledge of the Vedas. 
Mainstream Hindus today, if there can be such a generalization, will know better two works that 
were composed somewhere in the 500BC to 200CE timeframe. The first is the Ramayana, a 
love story of sorts that symbolizes loyalty and devotion among people.The second, the newer of 
the two, is the Mahabharata, which is an approximately 100,000 verse poem that contains a 
section called the Bhagavad Gita. 
 
In the Gita, Krishna, who is considered by some the 9th incarnation of Vishnu, reveals himself 
as the ultimate deity. One who is loving and gracious and teaches people how to be liberated 
from the rebirth cycle. There are 3 ways to become liberated: karma, knowledge, and devotion. 
 



Karma yoga (yoga means ‘discipline’) is doing unselfish actions with complete detachment. 
Otherwise one will receive good or bad karma, which in turn continues the rebirth cycle since 
one must be punished or rewarded for the karma of a previous life. 
 
Knowledge yoga is through learning all the scripture and thereby destroying past karma by 
achieving the experiential wisdom. 
 
Devotion yoga is surrendering to the lord (Krishna) to receive forgiveness. There doesn’t appear 
to be a consistent threshold of what devotion is, or a guarantee of forgiveness, it is more of a “if 
it happens than one must have been devoted enough” situation. 
 
During the Gupta Empire (320-540CE) 3 gods took prominence in Hinduism; Vishnu, Shiva, and 
Devi. 
 
Vishnu’s followers are called Vaishnavas. Vishnu is said to have 10 incarnations in this cycle of 
creation. 9 have happened already. Some say the 9th was Krishna, others believe the 9th was 
the Buddha. 
 
Shiva’s followers are called Shaivas. Shiva does not have incarnations. He instead shows his 
character in paradox, like creator and destroyer. 
 
Followers of Devi, also known as Parvati, Kali or Durga, are called Shaktas. Devi is Shiva’s wife. 
She is powerful and sometimes referred to as the supreme being. 
 
Worldview for Hinduism 

● There is one supreme being and many gods at the same time. 
● Karma traps people in the rebirth cycle. 
● The way to become immortal is to be free of karma by either being detached from doing 

unselfish good works, gaining wisdom from knowing scripture, or devoting oneself to the 
lord. 

 
A Christian Reaction to Hinduism: 
A Christian reaction to Hinduism is difficult because it is pantheistic, meaning that god is all. 
God isn’t just everywhere, god is everywhere. Which means there can be one supreme being 
that is god but at the same time numerous other deities that are no less “god”. There are also 
numerous paths to knowing and devoting oneself to “god”. One can try to work for immortality, 
or learn to become immortal, or be devoted enough to hopefully have karma removed. The 
other difficulty is that it isn’t just a religion, it is a cultural identity tied to the history of one’s 
family.  
When we have the opportunity to share Jesus with a Hindu we need to keep the conversation 
open, which a Hindu will very likely be open to as well. And if the Spirit works in the heart of our 
Hindu friend we need to understand that it will be a process for them, just like everyone else, but 



perhaps more visible and pronounced since he or she will likely be working with a different 
mindset than the Western one that most of us have. 
 
Foundation: 
All of scripture in an ongoing conversation. 
 
Practice: 

● Come alongside Hindus with patience and care. 
 
 


