
HINDUISM – BRIEF OUTLINE  

 

Hinduism is the oldest living religion and the third largest in the world after Christianity and Islam.  It has 

about 900 million followers, including about 80 percent of India’s population and constituting about 13% of 

the world’s population. Hinduism has no founder or date of origin, nor are the dates and authors of most Hindu 

sacred texts known. Some believe that Hinduism existed even in circa 10,000 B.C. and that the Rig Veda, the 

earliest Hindu scripture, was composed before 6500 B.C.  

 

Hinduism is a way of life, a law that governs all actions. There is, however, no one Hinduism. The term 

“Hinduism” embraces numerous, closely related traditions but does not constitute any one set of beliefs or 

practices. Instead, it is a “conglomeration of religious, philosophical, and cultural ideas and practices that 

originated in India, characterized by the belief in reincarnation, one absolute being of multiple manifestations, 

the law of cause and effect, following the path of righteousness, and the desire for liberation from the cycle of 

births and deaths.” (http:// hinduism.about.com)  

 

Many scholars consequently view modern Hinduism as a product of religious development in India over the 

past four thousand years. The term “Hinduism” itself is not seen in any of the sacred texts and is believed to 

have its origins in the Persian word hindu (Sanskrit sindhu), which literally means river and which was used by 

outsiders to describe the people of the Indus River Valley, or India. Practitioners of this faith know this set of 

beliefs as Sanatana Dharma, or eternal religion/truth/rule and view it as a way of life based on the teachings of 

ancient sages and scriptures and texts like the Vegas, Upanishads and The Ramayana.   

 

While Hinduism does not have a unified system of beliefs, most followers worship one or more deities all of 

which they regard as a manifestation of one Supreme Absolute, or Ultimate Reality, most commonly called 

“Brahman.”   Hinduism does not therefore advocate the veneration of one particular deity, but instead is 

characterized by the multiplicity of deities and the worship of trees, animals, planets, and spirits. Totaling 

thousands or even millions, the gods and goddesses all represent aspects of Brahman and the human self 

(atman) is also considered to be identical with Brahman.  The most fundamental of these deities is the Trinity 

of Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva or creator, preserver and destroyer, respectively: 

 

HINDU TRINITY - Three manifestations of the Supreme Reality. 

   
Brahma : Creation Vishnu : Preservation Shiva : Destruction 

Adapted from www.hindunet.org (accessed by Greg Moore, November 25, 2006) 

 

Hence, creation and destruction exist, as do good and evil.  To maintain order in the world, Hinduism also 

believes in incarnation, that whenever righteousness declines and unrighteousness rises, the Supreme Absolute 

incarnates its own being on earth to restore righteousness.  Rama is an incarnation of Vishnu, the preserver of 

the social order and good.  
 

Guidelines for Humans: 

While there is no one unified set of beliefs, some themes, including the idea that all true religions lead to the 

same goal, are prominent in the teachings of Hinduism: 

・ Dharma – good moral ethics and duties 

・ Samsara – rebirth 

・ Karma* – right action 



・ Mokusha – liberation from the cycle of Samsara, or birth and death.   

Some other essential elements include non-violence, truth, cleanliness, perseverance, contentment, austerity, 

celibacy, prayers, and self-control.   

*Importance of one’s karma. Karma is the principle that all of life is governed by a system of cause and 

effect, action and reaction, in which one’s deeds affect one’s future. Karma explains evil and misfortune in this 

world since one’s misfortune must be due to wrong actions in a previous life. Karma is not imposed by the 

gods or by a system of punishment and reward, and the gods cannot interfere. Karma is decided by one’s 

confrontation with the self and one’s actions. 
 

In relation to these themes, humans (mostly men) have: 

Four Stages of Life: 

・ Brahmacharga – The Celibate Student -- school years to grow and learn (until about 25) 

・ Brhastha* –The Married Family Man -- marriage, family and career (until about 50) 

・ Vanaprastha – The Hermit in Retreat -- turn attention to spiritual things 

・ Sanrgasu – Wandering Recluse -- abandon world to seek spiritual things 

*Many enjoy this second stage to the extent that do not go on to the third and fourth.  
 

Four purposes in life: 

・ Dharma – fulfill moral, social and religious duties according to one’s destiny 

 Debts paid while fulfilling Dharma: ・  debt to the gods for their blessings 

      ・ debt to parents and teachers 

      ・ debt to guests  

      ・ debt to other human beings and living things 

・ Artha – attain financial and worldly success 

・ Kama – satisfy desires and drives (especially in romantic love) in moderation 

・ Moksha – attain freedom from reincarnation, self-realization*, or union with the Supreme Absolute  

**Importance of self-realization and self-control and relation to karma. Main purpose in life in Hinduism 

is to minimize bad karma, enjoy better fortune in this life and a better rebirth in the next, and ultimately 

achieve release (moksha) from the cycle of rebirth.   The way to achieve moksha is to avoid attachment to 

impermanent things, fulfill one’s duties, and, most of all, to realize the unity of one’s self and the Supreme 

Absolute.  Life should be spent in deep mediation on the self until this truth is experienced.  According to one 

of the sacred texts, Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, "When you hear about the Self, meditate upon the Self, �and 

finally realize the Self...��you come to understand everything in life."�(4.5) In short, humans are judged not 

by a higher authority but by a confrontation with the self. 

The Ramayana emphasizes remaining true to oneself even during hardships and temptations. Sita handles her 

suffering and is an example of the ideal, devoted and faithful woman. Rama controls his mind and his senses 

and is therefore the ideal man. 
 

“Environmentally Friendly Religion” 

In addition to its philosophical guidelines for humans, Hinduism is also known for its environmentally 

sensitive philosophy.  Nature is not something to be conquered or exploited but to be respected, and humans 

are taught to live in harmony with nature.  The divine is considered to prevail in all elements, including 

mountains, lakes, plants, animals, stars, planets and even humans, and especially holy are the rivers. The Hindu 

greeting “namaste” means “I recognize and honor the Divine within you,” just as they respect the Divine in 

everything around them.  Hindu teachings, including The Ramayana, include messages for preservation of the 

environment and for Indians, India is indeed “Mother India.”   Natural environment is considered auspicious 

for meditation. In The Ramayana, Rama is exiled to the forest, where he has 14 years to reflect on his life and 

the state of the world.  


