
Immanuel Presbyterian Church, Adult Sunday School, 2019 
“Agreeing to Disagree,” Week #2 – Hinduism 
 

Some important terms: 
 

Hinduism – Title for a group of religions with a general geographical unity, mostly in the Indian subcontinent, 

though spread further into Southeast Asia. 
 

Arya – Noble People, the nomadic race of warriors from Europe, perhaps around 1500 B.C.  Dominate the 

indigenous people and bring a traditional polytheism and probably caste distinction. 
A) Early Aryan gods include Indra, Varuna, Rudra (Siva?), Vishnu, Agni (fire), etc. 
 

Vedas – Basic scriptures of early Hinduism, still most authoritative texts, though few people can read the 

Sanskrit holy language. Still the theoretical basis for Hindu philosophy; still used in magical rituals. 
 

Vedanta – “After the Veda” philosophical views emphasizing the monistic concepts of Hinduism, especially the 

possibility of finding salvation by renunciation and mystical union with Brahman. 
 

Moksha – Liberation from the cycle of rebirth; “immortality.” 
 

Karma – One’s “action” in life and the effects of those actions in this life and beyond (in reincarnations of one’s 

soul; see Atman below). Not really “sin”, since there is no legislation or judgment, focussed not primarily on 

moral categories, but on ritual and social categories. 
 

Monism – Belief in a singular, unified ultimate being or substance, NOT a theos, i.e., not a god, but an 

impersonal principle or substance behind, within or constituting all existence. 
 

Brahman – The neuter name of the ultimate One, the undifferentiated wholeness of all things, the ocean of 

being. Said to be “pure being, pure consciousness and pure bliss” (saccidananda), or sometimes so beyond all 

characterization that It is only “neti, neti” (not this, not that). 
B) Beware of the singular term ‘God’ and the masculine pronoun. 
C) Add Atman – the eternal soul of the individual person, transmigrates (reincarnates), so in fact is NOT the 

individual person, also trans-personal. 

D) Atman IS Brahman, the water poured into the ocean, “being God.” 
E) Jnana-marga – “the way of knowledge,” mystical oneness with the One, “knowing” Brahmatman. 
 

Bhakti-marga – “the way of devotion,” the ideal of salvation by loving a god; includes simple devotional 

practices and devoting the “fruit of one’s actions to a god.” 
F) Modern pantheon: Brahma (creator); Vishnu (add numerous avatars, Krishna, Rama, etc.); Shiva, Shakti 

(goddesses especially with Shiva, Durga, Kali, etc.); Lakshmi, Ganesh, Hanuman, others. 
G) Avatar – Literally, “descent”; various gods have “descended” into the world, especially Vishnu. 
 

Saddhu – A holy man, one who practices renunciation and sometimes ascetic harshness to become free of 

physical desire, associate with pure Atman or with deities, find liberation. 
 

Caste – Social classes associated with specific labors, but no “mobility;” justified by Vedas and doctrines of 

karma and reincarnation. 

H) Priest (Brahmin), Warrior (Kshatriya), Merchant (Vaishya), Servant (Shudra); add “Untouchables” and 

“Outcaste tribals” (Dalit). 
 

Ahimsa – Literally ‘no violence’, the (Jain?) moral ideal of doing no damage to any living thing; doctrine 

transformed by Ghandi’s emphasis on non-violent social action. 



Some quotations: 
 

VEDA: Earliest hymns (c. 1200-800 BC) that mostly invoke the gods, but also suggest a basis for philosophical 

monism, also for creation myths, the basis of the caste system, etc. 

I) “Our hymns extol Indra, vast as the ocean, the best hero, borne on chariots, the Lord of strength and 

protector of men.” (First Book). 
J) “God is one, but the sages call Him by various names.  They call Him Indra, Mitra, Varuna…” (I.164) 
K) “When they [the gods] divided up Purusha [primordial man] … the Brahmin was his mouth, his arms the 

heroic prince, his thighs became the Vaishya, from his feet came the humble Shudra.” (Book Ten) 
UPANISHAD: Later (700-400 BC?) scripture collection stressing philosophical monism and salvation through 

mystical experience, explicitly denying value of worship and sacrifice to gods.  It declares that the deeper soul, 

the Self, is equal to Brahman, which is the unity of all being, also sometimes ‘God’. 
L) “Truly, beyond the unmanifested seed is Brahman, the all-pervading spirit, the unconditioned, knowing 

whom one attains freedom and achieves immortality.” 

M) “There are two selves, the apparent self and the real Self. Of these it is the real Self, and he alone, who must 

be felt as truly existing.” (Katha Up.) 
N) “The rivers from the east flow eastward, the rivers in the west flow westward, and all enter into the sea…  

All those beings have their self in him alone. He is the truth. He is the subtle essence of all. He is the Self. 

And that, my son, THAT ART THOU.” (Chandogya Up.) 
BHAGAVAD GITA: Perhaps from around 400 BC, though probably much later in final form, this is the classic 

text of devotionalism in general and of Krishna worship in particular. In most of the lesson, Krishna speaks to 

the warrior Arjuna, declaring himself to be the avatar of absolute being (of Vishnu?), ultimately a kind of savior 

of all those who are devoted to him, maybe of those devoted to any deity. 
O) “When sacred duty decays and chaos prevails, then I create myself, Arjuna. …To set the standard of sacred 

duty, I appear in age after age.” (BG 4:78) 

P) “When devoted men sacrifice to other deities with faith, they sacrifice to me, however aberrant their rites.” 

(9:23)  
Q) “Robbed of knowledge by stray desires, men take refuge in other deities.” (7:20) 
R) “Whatever you do, what you take, what you offer, what you give, what penances you perform, do as an 

offering to me, Arjuna!  You will be freed from the bonds of action, from the fruit of fortune and 

misfortune; … yourself liberated, you will join me. (9:27-28) 
 

There is now ample evidence to conclude that Krishna was a historical figure who lived in the late Vedic Age 

that saw the rise of the great urban civilization we call the Harappan. Krishna and the Mahabharata War can now 

be placed in the early Harappan period of c. 3100 BC. (N.S. Rajaram, “Sword of Truth”) 
 

Of course, [Jesus] is an avatar like Krishna, Buddha or Mohammad. He came with a mission, delivered a mis-

sion and finally left unattached to anything or to anyone. Avatars are not limited to India. (Am I a Hindu 109) 
 

Typically, the swamis distinguished between Jesus and his teachings, which they praised, and the Christian 

church’s organization and dogma, which they condemned. The “true Christianity” taught by Jesus “had no 

dogma, no creed, no system and no theology.” (Vedanta for the West 83) 
 

My experience tells me that the kingdom of God is within us, and that we can realise it not by saying “Lord, 

Lord,” but by doing His will and work. … If we would listen to the voice of God, we would hear him say that 

we are taking His name in vain if we do not think of the poor and help them. (Gandhi, “Young India.”) 
 

LAWS OF MANU: Maybe from 200 A.D., this text reasserts the proper social order, including the status of 

women:  “Although he may be destitute of virtue, or seek pleasure elsewhere, or lacking good qualities, yet a 

husband must be constantly worshipped as a god by a faithful wife. … By violating her duty toward her husband 

a wife is disgraced. After death she enters the womb of a jackal.” (Manu 5: 154,164) 
 

Reform movements under the British tended to draw more on European or Christian humanistic concerns.  … 

Keshab Chandra Sen … was strongly influenced by Western ideals of social reform and by Christian 

religious teachings. (The Hindu Religious Tradition 134) 


