Hinduism: The Story of
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evotion

Hinduism is by far the most complex religion in the world,
shading under its enormous parasol an incredibly diverse array
of contrasting beliefs, practices, and denominations.

Linda Johnsen

Hinduism is not organized in the way we see most religions in

the world. It does not have a particular founder, savior, book,

leader, or holy place. It has no specific day of the week to observe,
or call to prayer, or certain ritual that everyone must observe. It
is decentralized and localized in a way in which it allows anyone
to observe the basic principles that are best for him or her.

Stephen Knapp

There can be as many Hindu Gods as there are devotees to suit the
moods, feelings, emotions and social backgrounds of the devotees.

Sri Ramakrishna

Ina beginning, says Hinduism—not the beginning—the universe
s full of water. In the middle of the water was an ever-growing
which was surrounded by the four elements of wind, fire, water,
sky. In the middle of the egg was Vishnu, one of the three most
werful gods in the Hindu pantheon. Vishnu was floating on the egg
¢ water and took the form of Brahma, the god of creation, who
created everything. When it s time to destroy this present world
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There are many more creation stories-—thousands more. lf youare any-

thing like me, you may be wondering how it’s possible to have multiple
creation accounts. {srr't there only one? In Hinduism there are two ways
to answer this question. The first is that there are myriad accounts of
creation. And none of these is perceived as “contradicting” another.
Rather, each of these stories refracts the tiny light of a much greater
reality. Unlike Westertl expres
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have become synonymous with essentially all the people from Greater
India who are not Muslim. Over time the term also came to encompass
those in this region who were not Buddhist, Jainist, Sikh, or Christian.

Second Hindu Layer: Vedic Period

ltis from the Aryans that the second tradition of Hinduism emerges.
Known as the Vedic period, this era is perhaps best associated with the
influence of the caste system—with the Brahmins or priestly class at
the top of the rung. As a passage from the Rig Veda, the oldest of the
Vedas, explains:

One fourth of Brahman constituted all beings, while three fourths
of him are immortal and stand above. With the one fourth below,
he extended on all sides into animate and the inanimate . . . His
face became Brahman. His arms were made into the Kshatriya,
his thighs became the Vaishya; from his feet the Shudra was born.
(RV 10.90.3-4, 12)°

At the top of the caste system were the Brahmins, who were seen as

. being constituted out of Brahman itself, which is Pure Awareness or

Supreme Reality—what we as Christians might call an impersonal god.
This priestly class was significant because it was the only group that

could perform vital cultural and religious rituals and pronounce sacred

mantras to the gods for sustenance and balance in the world.

i Highest ; Traditionally assigned to studying and teaching
the Vedas, and performing vital rituals

© Second Assigned to protect and govern people.

highest Includes politicians, princes, military, and police
: officers
Second Assigned to take care of business. Includes the
i lowest ¢ middle class, such as teachers, merchants, and

businesspeople

t lowest { Assigned to serve those inthe three castes
: i above. Includes farmers and manual lsborers

nwichables No class The people who have no status and cannot par-
; i ticipate fully in their religion

Wendy Doniger, trans., The Rig Veda (London: Penguin, 1981), 61.
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class were the remaining castes:

Below the priestly (Brahmin)
finally the untouch-

warriors, businesspeople, menial laborers, and
ables—those who do not even qualify as being part of this system. In
association with each caste, there is a dharma ot responsibility. For
the warriors, it is t0 protect; for the businesspeople, it is to take care
of business and finance; and for the menial laborers, it is to serve.
Largely acknowledged but frequently misunderstood, the caste system
or varna {“color’} has played an extremely influential role in the history

of Hinduism for centuries.
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time of Moses.” Inthe Vedic period, the two main gods worshiped were
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Unlike Islam or Christianity, whose scriptural canons are closed and
relatively small, the sacred writings of Hinduism are enormous and ongo-
ing. It is not unheard of for gurus to compose new scriptural texts in the
present, although they do not carry the same weight as the more historical
and established writings. As | mentioned above, at the foundation of the
structural basis of Hindu sacred texts are the Vedas. One author writes
succinctly, “The four Vedas form the core of our religion.”s The traditional
author, or at least compiler, of the Vedas (as well as the older Hindu scrip-
tures) was Vyasa, aman believed to have lived over five thousand years ago.¢

Four sacrificial and ritual works
Brahmanas Instructions for priests

Sutras Instructions for all people
Laws of Manu :

Upanishads

Instructions for all people
| Philosophical meditations

Mahabhaorata
Bhagavad Gita
Ramayana

Epic of war between tribes
Vital section of Mahabharata
Epic story abolt Rama
Furanas : Stories about various gods*

* Modified from Winfried Carduan, Pocket Guide to World Religions (Doweners Grove, IL: InterVarsity
Press, 2006), 70.

Somewhat similar to the notion of two types of canonical writ-
ngs in Catholicism—first and most important, the proto-canonical
t first-canonized writings (which virtually every Christian tradition
ccepts), and second, the deutero-canonical or second-canonized writ-
ngs (which Protestants call the Apocrypha and reject as not divinely
nspired)’—Hinduism has two sets of sacred texts. The oldest scriptures
re called shruti (“that which is heard”), since they were believed to have
cenintuited by seers. These seers were spiritual masters who supposedly
tered deep states of consciousness to hear the words of the universe
write down in their scriptures. The other group is called smrti (“that
ich is received”), since they were conceived, formulated, and written

15. 8ri Chandrasekharendra Saraswati, The Vedas, 7th ed. {Mumbai: Bhavan’s Book University,
YER

-Johnsen, Hinduism, 48.

-Michael Gorman, ed., Scripture: An Ecumenical Introduction to the Bible and Its Interpretation
ihody, MA: Hendrickson, 200s), 11.

13
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Fig. 1.5. Statue
of Ganesha,
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most beloved
Hindu gods.
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Hinduism: The Story of Diversity and Devotion

Although the term yoga in the West generally conjures up the image of
a fit person trying to make a workout spiritual as well as physical, this
type of yoga in Hinduism, called hatha yoga (“path of persistence”), is not
common or particularly spiritual.® As the related term yoke in English
suggests, yoga means yoking or uniting something to something else—in
the case of Hinduism, yoking one’s soul or atman (“self”) to the Supreme
Reality or Brahman. For all practical purposes, the different ways of yok-
ing one’s soul to Brahman are paths that one can follow. Because there
are several paths to the same destination, the paths are not mutually
exclusive. They can be combined or they can be roads that individuals
take at different phases of their lives.

The Different Types of Yoga as Hlustrated in the
Bhagavad Gita

Of'the three established paths of uniting one’s soul to the divine,
the first one, called karma yoga (“path of action”), is about action or
works. Specifically, it is the selfless action that one performs according
to one’s duty or station in life—including one’s place within the caste
system. It is about sacrificing your own ego or self in order to become
one with and to be used by the divine. If you are a stay-at-home mother,
for example, this means that you are to perform those duties that come

with this line of work, and to do so cheerfully and without complaint.
You are to understand your work without regard for your own benefit

or advantage. You work for your husband, your children—and for your

- god. By doing so, you are able to be a channel of the divine and you
“are working out your own karma or deeds. In the beloved Bhagavad
Gita, karma yoga is the type of yoga that is traditionally understood
to be the first of three in that book. Although the protagonist Arjuna

is demoralized because he does not want to fight his cousins, the god
Krishna explains to him that it is his duty as a warrior in the caste sys-
tem to fight—regardless of the consequence. By so doing, he is able to

be a channel of the divine and to fulfill his purpose on earth. In short,
the importance of living within the boundaries of the caste system in

Hinduism cannot be overestimated.

~ Aslhave amply discussed above, the second type of yoga is by far the
most common in Hinduism today. Called bhakti yoga (“path of devotion”)
ot devotional Hinduism, this form of Hinduism is about showing love
d devotion to a god or goddess of your choosing {among the millions
gods and goddesses available!). There are four major denominations or

6. Smith, The World's Religions, 27.
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or her love and adoration to a god who is personal and personable. This
devotion is demonstrated by repeating the god’s name, by offering the
god fruit or flowers, and by offering worship and prayers to him or her.
The third type of Hindu religious practice is jnana yoga (“path of
knowledge”) or philosophical Hinduism. This is the path for the very
spiritual. The goal is discrimination between what is real and what
is'unreal, and what is true and what is not true. The way toward dis-
criminating between these things is by meticulous study and reflection.,
Through practice, one is then able to understand and apply the notion
thatwe, as [iving beings, are not different from the Supreme Reality, and
that | am not different from you. Like separating oil from water when
poured into a glass, a jnana yogi has to separate the true and infinite
self from the transient self. One common exercise for this type of yoga
is practicing thinking and saying that it is not you, for instance, who
is reading this book; rather, it is Josh or Janet—or whomever—who is
reading this book! By doing so, you are able to detach yourself from the
impermanent and thereby unify yourself to the permanent.

Omne way to think about the Hindu religion is to understand it as
the journey of the soul. Like a hermit crab that uses a shell for a time

before inevitably taking on a new one, Hinduism asserts that a soul or
atman endures year after year, century after century, millennium after
millennium. For one century it may be a man; for a millennium it could
be another sentient being. This cyclical view of reality clashes with the
Christian worldview. As Christians, we agree that life is a journey, but
‘we donot see it as an endless cycle of death and rebirth. Thanks to Jesus

Christ, who has conquered death, we do not have to fear what will hap-
en to us after we die physically. We have entrusted our lives to the One
who is Lord of both body and soul.

. Tor Christians, the way we receive the benefits of Christ’s death
and his conquering of deathy} is by trusting in him for the forgiveness
of our sins. As the New Testament authors explain, “all have sinned and
all short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23), except, that is, for Jesus—who
the only One who was “without sin” (Heb. 4:15). We therefore turn
Jesus for our salvation. In Hindu thought, by contrast, one’s sins do
ot warrant the sacrificial death of God’s son; nor is salvation given
ominence. What is more important for Hindus is not salvation from
Sin but liberation from the continual cycle of death and rebirth—what
called samsara (“continuous flow”). Liberation from this cycle comes
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