
“TRUTH IS ONE; SAGES CALL IT BY DIFFERENT NAMES” -- 

THE ESSENCE OF HINDUISM 





The Sacred Aum Symbol: 
According to tradition, this was the first sound 

out of which the rest of the universe was created. 



Questions: 

• Is Hinduism monotheistic, polytheistic, 

henotheistic or atheistic? 

• Is Hinduism a religion? 

• What is the history of the term “Hinduism”? 

• Is Hinduism an imposed western concept? 



THE PANDAVA BROTHERS:  That must be Yudhisthira 

there on the right (I’d recognize him anywhere!) 



Beginning in very early times, the cow was honoured 

as a symbol of the sanctity of the earth. 

  



Some Key Terms In Hinduism 

• Dharma:  The moral order of the universe. 

• Atman:  The individual human soul. 

• Samsara:  The cycle of lives. 

• Karma:  The law of action and reaction. 

• Moksha:  Liberation from samsara. 





Hindu texts list four sequential aims 

• Dharma (righteous living) 

• Artha (Acquisition of wealth) 

• Kama (Sensual pleasure) 

• Moksha (Salvation) 



 

 

The ultimate aim of Hinduism is 

to escape from the cycle of 

Samsara and attain release 

or MOKSHA. 

 

There are different yogas or (margas) 

paths that can be taken to reach 

this goal: 

 

Jnana-marga: The yoga of knowledge 

 

Karma-marga:  The yoga of action 

 

Bhakti-marga: The yoga of devotion 

--------------------------------- 

Astanga-marga: The yoga of 

meditation 



Listen to the elephant: “Truth is one; sages call it by 

different names.” 



The Land of 330 Million Gods?  

  



THE TRIMURTI 
BRAHMA -- The Creator 

VISHNU -- The Preserver 

SHIVA -- The Destroyer 



BRAHMA 

• Four heads 

• Spoon, Vedas, water 

pot, rosary beads 

• Vehicle is Swan or 

Goose  

  



THE HINDU TIME SCALE 

 

• 1 Kalpa = 1 day in life of Brahma 

 

• 1 Kalpa = 4.32 billion years 

 

• Brahma’s life = 

609,000,000,000,000years  





VISHNU 

Conch Shell      Chakra 

Mace  Lotus Flower 



Vishnu and Lakshmi 

  



First Four Avatars Of Vishnu 

 1.  Matsya The Fish   2.  Kurma The Tortoise 

 3.  Varaha The Boar   4.  Narasimha Man-Lion  



Vishnu As Vamana:  “Let me take three steps mister . . .” 

  



Vishnu’s Avatars 

1.  Matsya  2.  Kurma  3.  Varaha 

 

4.  Narasimha        5.  Vamana 

 

 

6.  Parashurama    8.  Krishna 

 

 

7.  Rama  9.  Buddha  10.  Kalkin 

  



Vishnu 

as 

Kalkin 

The 

Avenger 



RAMAYANA (c. 200 BCE)  

  



Rama and Sita 



Rama and Sita begin their exile in the forest 



Hindu mythology meets the “Wizard of Oz” 

  



Sita undergoes 

ordeal by fire 

to prove 

her fidelity 





Krishna and the Gopis 



MAHABHARATA (c. 500 BCE?)  

  



Bhagavad Gita:  Krishna instructs Arjuna 



Vaishnites:  Devotees of Vishnu 

  



SHIVA: 

 

THE PARADOXICAL GOD 
 

He is the “Auspicious One     But he haunts 

   Cremation Grounds 

 

He is the ultimate controlled yogi       But is a wild party 

   animal 

 

He is a great ascetic . . .     And a symbol of 

   eroticism 

 

He has total tranquility . . .     And is life’s energy 

 

He is destroyer . . .     And creative force

  





Nepal’s Lake Gosaikunda, which Shiva created to cool his stinging throat 



A shrine to Shiva 

along the shores of 

Lake Gosaikunda 





Shiva Nataraja: 

“Lord of The Dance” 

 

•  Upper Left hand fire of destruction 

•Upper right hand drum as heartbeat 

of life 

 

•Lower right hand held in the 

abhaymudra, the “be without fear” 

symbol 

 

•Demon dwarf of ignorance and 

illusion crushed beneath right foot 



Offerings made to the Shiva lingam  

  



Linga And Yoni 



Shiva 

as 

Ardhanarishvara 

“The 

Half-Woman 

Lord” 



Varanasi (Benares) on The Ganges 





A 

Shaivite 

Ascetic 



The Essence Of Hinduism 

• A.  Introduction 

• B.  Basic Beliefs 

• C.  Hindu Deities: The Manifestations Of God 

1. Overview 

2. Vishnu 

3. Shiva 

4. The Goddess 



Durga is portrayed beside Lakshmi and Sarasvati. 

Different manifestations of Durga are portrayed above. 



A tree becomes a shrine to Kali in Nanhra Pradesh 





In the Yonitantra 

menstrual flow is 

designated as 

puspa (the “flower”) 

18th century, 

Wood, 

South India 



Shiva carries 

the corpse of 

his first wife 

Sati 



Kamakhya Temple 



Parvati 

and 

Shiva 



Lakshmi 

 

•Wealth 

•Light 

•Fortune 

•Luck 

•Beauty 

•Fertility 

 



Diwali celebrated in a temple in the United Kingdom 



Durga 

as 

warrior 

goddess 

destroys 

Mahisha 



Durga 

Puja 

Festival 



The immersion of the idol marks the end of Durga Puja 



Kali and Durga 



KALI DANCES ON SHIVA 

 

• Three eyes as past, present 

and future 

• Severed head and the cutting 

away of ignorance 

• Sword of physical 

extermination 

• Gestures to dispel fear and to 

increase spiritual strength 

 

 

 

“Shiva without Shakti is but 

a CORPSE”  

  



Temple idol  from the Khaligat Temple 





A bunch of “Thugs” -- 1857 



Kali and the Cosmic 

Dance 

 

She reveals to the girl crouching at 

her feat the feminine grandeur of 

the univere -- 

 

Gujarat, c. 16th C., stone 

 



Essence Of Hinduism 

• D.  Sacred Practices And Sacred Duties 

• E.  Rites Of Passage 

• F.  Historical Overview 

1. Indus Valley Civilization 

2. Vedic Age (c. 1700-800 BCE) 

3. Classical Hinduism (c. 700 BCE- 500 CE) 

• G.  Sacred Places 



Puja at the temple 



Puja at home 



Women pour milk on a Shiva lingam at Varanasi 



Ujjain 

brahmins 

and others 

participate 

in an arati 

ceremony 



Family members take darshan in London 



A priest 

distributes 

prasada at the 

temple 



Devotees circumambulate at a temple in Krishna’s holy town of Vrindavana  



Hindu priests in Varanasi make the sacred fire offering 

and offer prayers to promote religious unity 



A swami performs meditation in his simple dwelling in north India 



In front of 

his small 

shrine, a 

priest reads 

a modern 

translation 

of the four 

Vedas 



Playing the 

harmonium, a 

young woman 

leads the kirtan, 

congregational 

chanting, at a 

temple near 

Mathura, central 

India 



Varnashrama Dharma 

• Refers to the original Hindu social system, with duties 

based on the citizen’s position in a particular varna and 

ashrama (stage of life). 

• The four varnas (social classes) take account of different 

predispositions towards work and the required 

qualifications. 

• The four ashramas mirror natural phases in life, during 

which certain duties are conducive to well-being. 

• Each varna and ashrama has its own specified dharma. 

• Hindu texts imply that individuals realize their potential by 

respecting such natural laws, and that society should be 

organized hierarchically. 



The four 

Varnas 





 

THE FOUR ASHRAMAS 

 

 

• Student Stage (Brahmacharya-

asrama) 

 

• Householder Stage (Grihashta 

ashrama) 

 

• Forest-Dwelling Stage 

(Vanaprastha-ashrama) 

 

• Renouncer Stage (Sannyasin-

ashrama) 

  



A senior ascetic at the Kumbh Mela Festival 



A female sadhu 



Untouchables organize politically in Kelwara 
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16 SAMSKARAS or male rites of passage, including: 

 

• NAMING CEREMONY 

• HAIR-CUTTING CEREMONY 

• SACRED THREAD RITUAL 

• WEDDING 

• CREMATION 

 



An Indian mother 

with her baby son 



Hair-Cutting Ceremony 



Sacred Thread Ritual 



A Hindu 

wedding 

in New 

York’s 

Central 

Park 



Death 



The shradda ceremony 
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Ruins of Mohenjo-Daro 



Ritual Bath at Mohenjo-Daro 

  



Indus Valley Civilization Seals 









Mortimer Wheeler described these skeletons at Mohenjo-daro 

as supporting proof for the Aryan Invasion theory in the 1940s 



Indian Nationalist Interpretations 

• Those associated with the BJP have been keen the portray 

Indus Valley civilization as the well-spring of Hindu culture, 

untainted by outside influence. 

• According to them, the Indus Valley civilization was the 

originator of the language of Vedic literature – Sanskrit. 

• Renaming the civilization as the Indus-Saraswati civilization has 

enabled the BJP to associate it with the Hindu goddess of 

knowledge, music, arts and science. 

• Some have claimed to discern in the Vedas calculations of the 

speed of light and even outlines of advanced technology of our 

own times, such as airplanes. 

• The archaeological remains in the Indus Valley do not seem to 

reflect the pastoral, nomadic society described in the Vedas. 



The Indo-Aryans 

• The Aryans were nomadic warriors who brought with them 

the horse, spoke-wheeled chariots, and bronze tools and 

weapons. 

• The Aryans left no cities or statues, and indeed few 

archaeological artifacts. 

• Initially settled in northwest India, they seem to have been 

organized in tribes with individual chieftains and priest. 

• Their most extraordinary legacies were not military but 

rather linguistic and spiritual. 

• These illiterate immigrants introduced the language 

Sanskrit in which the unique culture of India would come 

to be embodied. 



An early 6th-

century BCE 

representation 

of the Aryan 

god of war 

Indra 



Agni 

 

God 

of 

Sacrificial Fire 





Vedic Religious Rituals 

• Vedic rituals ensured the proper functioning of the world. 

• From simple to complex rituals, the Aryans reenacted the 

gods’ primordial sacrifices to maintain cosmic and moral 

order. 

• Aryan ritual appears to have focused mainly on acquiring 

the necessary goods for a happy and comfortable 

existence in the present. 

• Among the simplest rituals were offerings to the gods of 

water and fire. 





A contemporary fire sacrifice to Agni 



The Four Vedas 







Classical Hinduism (c. 700 BCE-500 CE) 

• Ritual increasingly replaced with a growing emphasis 

upon both devotion and knowledge 

• Sacrifice displaced by puja 

• A new emphasis upon human ethics 

• Veneration of Indra replaced by worship of Vishnu, 

Shiva and Devi 

• The Vedas complemented by the philosophical 

speculations of the Upanishads and the epic tales of 

adventure in the Mahabharata and the Ramayana. 

• Some time after the sixth century BCE, the belief in 

reincarnation becomes much more common 



Classical Hinduism 

 

Samanas vs. Vedic 

Priests 

(Compare with Rabbis 

vs. Sadduccees in 

Early Judaism) 



Samanas 

• Individuals by the hundreds began to renounce worldly life and 

experiment with solutions to the predicament of how to attain release 

from the endless rounds of death and rebirth (samsara). 

• Many of these samanas, as they were called, lived alone in caves of 

forests; some lived with their families in ascetic communities; some 

wandered from village to village carrying only a change of clothes and 

a bowl used to beg for food. 

• The relationship between ascetics and ordinary people became 

symbiotic. 

• The search for knowledge took a wide variety of forms and 

expressions.  Among the most important new spiritualities developed 

at this time were the following: (1) the mysticism of the Upanishads, 

which provided the foundational structure for Classical Hinduism; (2) 

the beliefs and practices of the Mahavira, whose movement became 

known as Jainism; and (3) the teachings of the Buddha. 





“Thou Art That” 

 

Atman 

equals 

Brahman 



The tensions 

between brahmin 

and kshatriya 

arguably have 

been an 

underestimated 

theme in the 

history of 

Hinduism 
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A woman places flowers and incense into the Ganges at Haridwar 



In the ancient city of Dvaraka, one of the four great “dhamas”, 

Hindu families gather at the main temple of Lord Krishna 



A priest 

sprinkles 

worshippers 

with holy water 

at an arati 

ceremony in 

Vrindavana 





The gopuram 

gateways, such as 

this one in Tamil 

Nadu, are one 

feature of South 

Indian temples 



A family prays at its household shrine 



Guardian deities at a village shrine 



At outdoor shrine to Hanuman and Shiva at Maheshwar 





A Buddhist shrine 

at Mount Kailash 



A Krishna devotee takes part in the 23-kilometer Parikrama pilgrimage 

around Mount Govardan, a site sacred to the Hindu god.  She moves one 

stone her body’s length with each prostration.  It is estimated it will 

take her 12 years to circumambulate the hill. 



A Kolkata 

carries a pot 

of Ganges 

River water 

home 


