
    

    

    
    
  What Is Hinduism?

 

    
  All over the world, people have religious beliefs about the creation of our universe and the way we should behave towards one another. People practise their religion with acts of worship or regular rituals.

   

   

  One of the world's oldest religions is Hinduism. People who follow this faith are called Hindus. The religion has no particular founder, but is made up of different beliefs and practices that have formed over thousands of years.

 

    

  There are about one billion Hindus in the world today. The majority are found in India and other parts of Asia.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  The Hindu Faith

 

    
  Hinduism began in India about 5,000 years ago. The faith grew in an area near the Indus River (modern-day Pakistan). The people who lived there were called Hindus (from the word 'Indus').

   

   

  One key Hindu belief is that life is a cycle of birth, death and rebirth called samsara. Hindus believe the way you live your life determines the fate of your next life – a concept known as 'karma'.

 

    

  Hindus believe they will keep being reincarnated until they live a perfect life. Only then will they escape the cycle of birth and death, a liberation known as 'moksha'.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Brahman

 

    

  Hindus believe in one supreme power – Brahman – that comes in many forms. Brahman is found in different Hindu gods and goddesses, for example. Hindus also believe there is a part of Brahman in the soul of every living thing: humans, plants and animals.

   

   

  Three particular gods are central to the Hindu faith: Brahma (the god of wisdom who created the universe), Vishnu (the preserver and protector of the world) and Shiva (who destroys the universe in order to recreate it).

 


    

  Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva make up what is called the 'Hindu trinity'. They all represent different aspects of Brahman.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Gods and Goddesses

 

    
  Hindus worship different gods and goddesses to help them with different aspects of their lives. Hindus pray to Ganesh, for example, to bring good luck and to the goddess Lakshmi for wealth and good fortune.

   

   

  The monkey god Hanuman is said to help overcome life's problems, while Saraswati is the goddess of knowledge and understanding. A Hindu's devotion to a particular god is known as bhakti.

 

    

  Ancient stories tell the tales of gods and goddesses and their various incarnations. Kali, for example, is an incarnation of Parvati, the wife of Shiva. She is seen as both a gentle mother figure, and a fierce warrior, who destroys in order to recreate.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Restoring Balance

 

    
  Hindus believe that Vishnu comes to Earth in troubled times to restore the balance of good and evil. Hindus say he has been incarnated nine times, and that when the end of the world is near, he will be reincarnated one last time.

   

   

  Two of these incarnations are told in epic Hindu stories called Ramayana and Mahabharata. These tell the tales of Vishnu coming to Earth as the human Lord Shree Krishna and as an Indian prince called Rama.

 

    

  Some Hindu gods have blue skin to reflect their calmness and to show their presence is never-ending, like an infinite sky.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Lord Shree Swaminarayan

 

    
  Some Hindus also believe that Vishnu's incarnation Lord Shree Krishna came back to Earth in the eighteenth century as Lord Shree Swaminarayan, to help restore the balance of good and evil and to re-establish belief in the Hindu faith.

   

   

  As an 11-year-old child, Lord Shree Swaminarayan left home to travel through India and parts of Nepal. He spent seven years teaching people about Hinduism and how to live a good life, performing many miracles along the way.

 

    

  Lord Shree Swaminarayan had several Hindu temples built during his lifetime as he sought to re-establish the Hindu faith.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Religious Texts

 

    
  Hinduism uses many ancient books and scriptures as a guide. The oldest of these are the Vedas, which originated about 2,000–3,000 years ago. These songs and poems passed down from generation to generation and were later written in an ancient Indian language called Sanskrit.

   

   

  Other religious texts include the Upanishads, the Shikshapatri and epic poems such as Ramayana and Mahabharata, which includes the popular Bhagavad Gita or 'song of the spirit'. Hindus also have a common set of values (dharma), which guide them in their lives, such as respecting one's elders.

 

    

  Veda means 'knowledge' in Sanskrit. Spiritual guides and teachers called gurus helped to spread the knowledge of these sacred words.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Acts of Worship

 

    
  Hindus go to a temple called mandir to give thanks for their blessings, to seek guidance and to meet with their friends. The mandir is open every day, but most people go at weekends.

   

   

  One popular Hindu ceremony – aarti – is performed several times a day. Lighted candles called divas are passed around as a symbol of the power and protection of Brahman. Some Hindu ceremonies also feature singing, chanting and dancing.

 

    

  Mandirs are a place to learn about Hinduism, too. They have a library and study rooms, as well as a kitchen and dining hall.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Prayers

 

    
  Hindus can also worship at home, because they believe a part of Brahman is everywhere. Most Hindu homes have a family shrine, featuring small statues or pictures of the gods (called murtis).

   

   

  Hindus pray each morning. They may pray at other regular times too, such as before a meal or at bedtime. These prayers are called puja. Hindus show their respect to the gods when they pray by putting their hands together and bowing down.

 

    

  Gifts such as food, flowers, incense or water are offered to the gods during prayer. Sometimes, these food offerings (Prashad) are shared after worship.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Hindu Symbols

 

    
  There are two main symbols associated with Hinduism. The 'om' symbol represents the concept of Brahman, which is said to have no shape or form. It is presented as a symbol as well as a sacred sound.

   

   

  Another ancient symbol is the Hindu swastika, which is said to bring happiness, luck and good fortune. Swastika means 'well-being' in Sanskrit.

 

    

  The om symbol also represents the cycle of life, death and rebirth. It is said to represent the sound that was heard when the world was created.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Clothes and Food

 

    
  When Hindus visit a mandir, they wear their best clothes as a sign of respect. Vibrant colours and patterns are worn to bring good cheer. Some Hindus wear a red dot on their forehead called a 'tilak' or 'chandlo'.

   

   

  Hindus believe all living things have a part of Brahman in their soul. For this reason, they don't eat meat. Some animals, such as cows, are also treated with great respect, because they provide milk that humans can use.

 

    

  A special red powder is used for a tilak. This sign of the Hindu faith is also said to guard against evil.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Diwali

 

    
  The most famous Hindu festival is Diwali. This five-day festival of lights usually falls in October or November. Lights, fireworks and bonfires are used to celebrate the triumph of good over evil (and light over darkness).

   

   

  Diwali also marks the start of a New Year – a time for new beginnings. During this time, Hindus worship Lakshmi, the goddess of wealth and good fortune and remember Prince Rama's journey home (see page 13).

 

    

  Diwali comes from the Sanskrit 'dipavali' (row of lights). People lit lamps to guide Prince Rama and today they use lamps to guide Lakshmi into their homes.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Navratri

 

    
  Preparations for Diwali start with the festival of Navratri ('nine nights') when Hindus worship goddesses such as Durga (to get rid of impurities), Lakshmi (for wealth and good fortune) and Saraswati (to obtain wisdom).

   

   

  On the tenth day – Dussehra – Hindus celebrate victories of good over evil. Hindus remember the story of Prince Rama, for example, who defeated the evil king Ravana. Durga is also remembered for defeating an evil buffalo demon called Mahishasura.

 

    

  During Navratri, some Hindus fast to cleanse their body of impurities. For others, it is a time of feasting.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Holi

 

    
  Holi – the 'festival of colours' – usually falls in February or March. This fun celebration of love and life also marks the coming of spring and the beginning of the wheat harvest.

   

   

  Many Hindus celebrate Lord Krishna at this time (see page 5). It is said that Krishna complained to his mother that his face was dark while his female companion Radha's face was fair. His mother playfully suggested that Krishna put colour on Radha's face.

 

    

  Today, Hindus playfully throw coloured-powder paint and water around during Holi, in memory of Lord Krishna.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Other Celebrations

 

    
  Many Hindus celebrate the birthdays of different gods and goddesses. Rama Navami, for example, falls in March or April when Hindus celebrate the birthday of Prince Rama. In August, Janmashtami celebrates the birth of Lord Krishna.

   

   

  Hindu celebrations vary between different regions of the world, but are usually a time of reflection, charitable giving and asking for forgiveness. As part of the preparations, many Hindus clean and decorate their homes.

 

    

  The dates of Hindu festivals depend on the position of the sun and the moon, and vary between different countries and regions of the world.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  The Hindu Life

 

    
  Hinduism has grown to become the world's third largest religion after Christianity and Islam. Most Hindus are found in India, but the religion has also spread across the globe.

   

   

  The concept of karma (see page 2) and the belief that a part of Brahman is found in the soul of every living thing, helps to guide Hindus in their daily life. Hindus try to get closer to this special spirit by doing good deeds and showing devotion and understanding.

 

    

  The River Ganges in India was named after the Hindu goddess Ganga. Hindus say that bathing in its waters can wash away your sins.
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    hit.style.top = (Tp + H - S / 2 - HIT / 2) + 'px';
    tab.style.left = (L + W / 2 - TW / 2) + 'px';
    tab.style.top = (Tp + H / 2 - TH / 2) + 'px';
    box.appendChild(hit);
    box.appendChild(tab);
    var busy = false;
    function collapse() {
      if (busy || fold.classList.contains('pt-collapsed')) return;
      busy = true;
      hit.style.visibility = 'hidden';
      each(function (f) { f.classList.add('pt-closing'); });
      setTimeout(function () { tab.classList.add('pt-on'); }, T * 0.7);
      each(function (f) { after(f, 'pt-closing', function () { f.classList.add('pt-collapsed'); }); });
      setTimeout(function () { busy = false; }, T + 130);
    }
    function expand() {
      if (busy || !fold.classList.contains('pt-collapsed')) return;
      busy = true;
      tab.classList.remove('pt-on');
      tab.classList.add('pt-off');
      setTimeout(function () { tab.classList.remove('pt-off'); }, 160);
      each(function (f) { f.classList.remove('pt-collapsed'); f.classList.add('pt-opening'); after(f, 'pt-opening'); });
      setTimeout(function () { busy = false; hit.style.visibility = ''; }, T + 130);
    }
    hit.addEventListener('click', function (ev) { ev.preventDefault(); ev.stopPropagation(); collapse(); });
    tab.addEventListener('click', function (ev) { ev.preventDefault(); ev.stopPropagation(); expand(); });
    // read-aloud: a box collapsed before the reading reached it opens when its first word is read;
    // a box the reader closes while it is being read stays closed (they chose to look at the picture)
    var reading = false, keepClosed = false;
    hit.addEventListener('click', function () { if (reading) keepClosed = true; });
    tab.addEventListener('click', function () { keepClosed = false; });
    if (window.MutationObserver) {
      var mo = new MutationObserver(function () {
        var now = false;
        each(function (f) { if (f.getElementsByClassName(ACTIVE).length) now = true; });
        if (now && !reading && !keepClosed && fold.classList.contains('pt-collapsed')) expand();
        if (!now && reading) keepClosed = false;
        reading = now;
      });
      each(function (f) { mo.observe(f, { subtree: true, attributes: true, attributeFilter: ['class'] }); });
    }
  }
  function run() {
    var panels = document.querySelectorAll('.pt-panel:not(.pt-extra)');
    if (!panels.length || document.querySelector('.pt-hit')) return;
    css();
    for (var i = 0; i < panels.length; i++) setup(panels[i].parentNode, panels[i]);
  }
  if (document.readyState === 'loading') document.addEventListener('DOMContentLoaded', run); else run();
})();
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