The Essentials of Hinduism
Beginnings:
It is impossible to locate a beginning
moment of Hinduism, as it developed in
India over centuries from a series of
religious practices, scriptures, and belief
systems. We can start with Vedic
religion in the second millenium BCE practices codified in the Rig Veda, the
most ancient writings about rituals and
gods, who were linked to both nature
and moral ideas. In the 10th to 5th
centuries BCE, the Upanishads were
written and compiled, recording
transitions in Vedic practices,
particularly around sacrifice, and the
concepts of karma and transmigration
of souls became central; Brahman and
Atman were understood as the primary
deities. By this time, wandering ascetics became another version of this developing faith,
less textually based. Between 400 and 200 BCE, the Mahabharata and the Ramayana
were written; these are national epics of ancient India that codify the key deities of
Vishnu, Shiva, and Brahma. These texts, especially a portion of the Mahabharata called
the Bhagavad Gita, are manifestations of the transition to a recognizable Hinduism. Yet
throughout the Common Era until today, there have been schools of thought that used
the term “vedanta” to designate their version of Hinduism - a term that means the end or
purpose of the Vedas. The Hindu religious tradition, then, can be seen as a cumulative
one, in both its earliest and most modern forms.
Central teachings and practices:
● Brahman is the term for the highest universal principle and ultimate reality, the
unchanging cause behind all that is.
● Manu’s summation of the Hindu dharma (path) in the first century CE teaches that
the flow of existences (samsara) can be ended via release (moksha) from
bondage to this world through the consequences of action (karma). Manu thus
linked the ancient Vedic religion to the traditions that had accrued to it over the
centuries.

● The Caste System: this is not easily summarized, either historically or today, as it
has much regional variety, but it manifests as an intensely stratified set of social
classes with particular spiritual possibilities and particular religious duties.
● Hinduism sees deities everywhere - local, ancestral, regional - and so it is known
colloquially as the religion of thirty thousand gods. Vishnu, for example, has so
many avatars (Krishna, Rama, Bhagavan, Narayana,, etc.) that he is a pantheon of
his own.
● Bhakti is a term referring to the long history of devotional practices - it
encompasses poetry/love songs, ritual (tantra), visual expressions, dietary
restrictions, yoga and meditation, etc. - that connote a focus on a relationship with
a particular deity as a popular mode of achieving release.
● Puja is the term signifying worship of a particular god, generally in the form of a
physical statue as a representation of the god.
● Yoga encompasses a wide array of physical, mental, and spiritual practices aimed
at stilling the mind and meditating on release from worldly attachments.
The main branches of Hinduism:
● There are about 1.15 billion people in the world who identify as Hindu, which is 15%
of the world’s population; 94% of them are in India (Nepal and Bangladash are
next at 2% and 1%)..
● There are four major traditions designated by the particular deity that is central:
○ Vaishnavism sees Vishnu as supreme, especially in the forms of Krishna
and Rama; focus is thus on the Mahabharata and Ramayana
○ Shaivism sees Shiva as supreme, and both immanent and transcendent,
with and without form; followers tend to be the most ascetic of these
traditions
○ Shaktism focuses on Shakti, the goddess embodying the primordial cosmic
energy, especially in the forms of Kali, Parvati, Lakshmi, and others
○ Smartism treats all gods as equal - devotion to any of the pantheon
(Vishnu, Shiva, Shakti, Surya, Ganesha, etc.) is an interim step toward
meditating on Brahman as the ultimate reality
○ These traditions are not mutually exclusive, and synthesize various
philosophical schools, scriptures, spiritual and ethical concepts, and
worship and devotional practices.
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