

Pathickal/Basic Hinduism


INTRODUCTION 

The land of India has attracted the attention of the world from the beginning of history. It has produced at least four great religions of the world, namely Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism. Its ancient language, Sanskrit, is considered to be the mother of all Indo-European languages. F. Max Muller, the great German philologist and Orientalist, who spent a life time translating and editing the sacred books of Hinduism, in his book ‘India, What Can It Teach Us’
 says:


“If I were to look over the whole world to find out the country most richly 
endowed with 
all the wealth, power and beauty that nature can bestow – in some 
facts a very paradise 
on earth – I should point to India. If I were asked under what sky the human mind has 
most deeply pondered on the greatest problems of life, and has found solutions of some 
of them which well deserve the attention even of  those who have studied Plato and Kant 
– I should point to India.  And if I were to ask myself from what literature we, here in 
Europe, we who have been nurtured 
almost exclusively on the thoughts of the Greeks 
and Romans, and of one Semitic race, the Jewish, may draw that corrective which is most 
wanted in order to make our inner life more perfect, more comprehensive, more 
universal, in fact more  truly human, a life not for this life only, but a transfigured and 
eternal, again I should point to India”.


If we are to learn much from India, we ought to look at not only the great philosophers and thinkers, but also at the major religion of India, Hinduism, which has produced these philosophers and thinkers. In fact, Hinduism is not only the major religion of India, but is also the third largest religion of the world after Christianity and Islam. Note the relative numerical strength of the major world religions from the following table.

Table 1

Comparative strength of World Religions

	Religion
	Number of Adherents
	Percentage

	Christianity
	2.1 billion
	33.00

	Islam
	1.5 billion
	21.00

	Hinduism
	900 million
	14.00

	Buddhism
	376 million
	6.00

	Sikhism
	23 million
	0.36

	Judaism
	14 million
	0.22

	Total world population 
	6.4 billion
	100.00



From the above table it is clear that about 14.0 % of the population of the world is Hindu. The percentage increases if we take into account all the Hindus who have migrated to other parts of the world, which is a recent phenomenon. According to the Time Almanac- 2006, there are about 1.1 billion people in India.
 Out of this, about 80.0 per cent are Hindus and this comes to about 880 million
. According to some estimates, about 50 million Hindus live outside India as immigrants, permanent residents and citizens of other countries. When you add it all together, there are about 930 million Hindus in the world today, which amounts to about 15 per cent of the world population. To put it in another way one out of every six and a half people of the world are Hindus. Christians, especially those of an evangelical persuasion, who take the Great Commission of the Lord Jesus Christ, given in Mathew 28: 18-20, to go into all the world to make disciples of all nations, ought to take this data very seriously.


“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore, go and make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 
the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have  commanded you. And 
surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age”.


India is a closed country as far as foreign missions are concerned. It has become increasingly difficult for foreign missionaries to obtain visas to enter India. Even those missions that have been working in India for centuries are not allowed to bring new personnel to India. If a foreign missionary retires that position cannot be filled by another foreign national. If India has a lot to teach the outside world, the outside world has a lot to teach India also. Communication cannot be a one-way process in this global market place of ideas and information. 


India has advanced a great deal in scientific and technological fields. It is only one of the six nations, which has nuclear capability. It has recently sent a moon ship called Chandrayan-I to map the surface of the moon. India has received technical and scientific support in these fields from Western countries. What is more important is the knowledge of the ultimate questions of life and life after death. Therefore, with humility, love and concern all Christians, especially evangelical Christians, ought to befriend their Hindu neighbors and tell them about Jesus Christ and win them to the Lordship of Christ.

Chapter I

BASIC HINDUISM AND THE HINDU DIASPORA


India has produced not only four great religions of the world, but it is also the recipient of the largest religion of the world, Christianity, from the earliest days of its history. Christianity came to the shores of India in its early stages. The ancient Church of St. Thomas has been in existence in the south- western state of Kerala almost from the beginning of Christianity. According to history and  tradition  Apostle Thomas crossed the seas and came to the shores of Kerala to spread the Gospel in India.
 He converted some Brahmin families and established seven churches in Kerala before he was martyred by enraged Brahmins on the east coast of India. When Vasco da Gama sailed around the Cape of Good Hope in South Africa and landed on the western shores of India in 1498 Catholicism came to India. Moreover, since William Carey, the father of the modern missionary movement, came to Serampore in Bengal in 1793 and translated the Bible into several Indian languages, including Hindi and Bengali, mission work was carried out in the north and north -eastern states. As a result, a majority of the people of some small states like Nagaland and Mizoram have become Christians.
  Still only about 3 % of the population of India is Christian and this includes nominal Christians as well.
 


Even though foreign missionaries are not allowed to enter India, a vibrant church exists in India and it continues to spread the good news of Jesus Christ in the midst of oppression and persecution by misguided Hindu fanatics. These Hindu fanatics belong to such militant organization as the Hindu Mahasabha, the Rasshtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), Bajrang Dal, the Viswa Hindu Parishad, the Shiva Sena and the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).
 Either the BJP is in power in many states such as Gujarat, Rajasthan and Karnataka by itself or as the head of a coalition and in these states; ordinary Christians and Christian workers face untold miseries and persecution. The martyrdom of Graham Stains, an Australian Missionary and his two young sons, who worked in the leprosy colonies of Orissa State and the recent events of burning churches, raping nuns and killing poor Christians in August- September 2008 bear witness to the persecution carried out by militant Hindus with the tacit understanding of the state BJP governments in power. 


However, the Lord in his wisdom is opening new doors for witnessing to Hindus. Even though foreign missionaries cannot go to India and native missionaries are persecuted, the Lord has brought out about 50 million Hindus to the outside world from India. They are scattered all over the world. The Hindu Diaspora is spread from Hong Kong, Indonesia and Australia in the east to Canada, the United States and the West Indies in the west.


Almost all these overseas Hindus have strong ties to their extended family members in India and they send them money and material on a regular basis. They also visit their folks back home at short intervals and utilize these occasions to make pilgrimage to their favorite temples or clan-gods. If they cannot get a suitable match for their children for marriage, they choose an eligible match from their native towns and villages in India, as arranged marriages are still in vogue. Thus, the overseas Hindus exert great influence on their family and clan members in India. Therefore, whatever happens to the Hindu Diaspora will affect the extended family and clan. Therefore, it is necessary to witness to the Hindu Diaspora in order to witness to the Hindus in India. In almost all the countries where Hindus have migrated people have freedom to propagate their religion. Christians have the freedom to bring them to the Lordship of Christ without being threatened. In addition, if that can be done the Hindu Diaspora will exert influence upon their extended family members back home.


There has been no sustained effort to witness to them because the Hindu Diaspora is a recent phenomenon. To the Hindus Hind or India is the holy land. Foreign travel was discouraged for a long time because they maintained that it would pollute the Hindu if he ever set foot on foreign soil or came in to contact with a mlechcha (barbarian or uncivilized person). The ancient code of Manu, the law- giver, prescribes elaborate purification rites if a Hindu stepped on foreign soil. Members of different castes have to go through different periods of fasting and penance as part of their purification rites to remove pollution after coming into contact with foreigners, but all must go through ceremonial washing, after removing fingernails and shaving the head. The length of fasting and other purification rites will depend upon the length of his stay abroad. In certain cases, purification can be accomplished only by washing and burning all the clothes used while staying abroad and by cleansing oneself by bathing three times in the Ganges River.
  No wonder Hindus dreaded foreign travel.


There are other factors, which also restricted the interest of the Hindus in the universe beyond the borders of their land. Only the very rich or the very poor mendicant would dare to go even up to Kasi or Varanasi (Benares) on a pilgrimage once in his lifetime. Quite often, there is no guarantee of safe return, but then death on the road to or from the holy place is looked upon as a blessing. Social factors also contributed to this lack of interest in the outside world. Most often marriage arrangements are made within the geographic area of the couple. The twin factors of caste endogamy and village exogamy combined to restrict marriage to the same geographic area. Difference in language, food habits, clothing, climate and topographic divisions made it very difficult for a Hindu to travel outside his region.


However, the coming of the East India Company and the British colonial rule changed the situation dramatically, in spite of the religious and social pressures. Through various combinations of military service, educational and employment opportunities and the availability of international transport systems, the world of the Hindus changed significantly forever.


Abolition of slavery throughout the British Empire in 1834 gave impetus to the migration of the Hindus to other parts of the Empire. Most of these people left India as ‘indentured’ or bonded laborers; others as freemen or passengers who could return at their will. The bonded, on the other hand, had to stay and work for a period as their travel expenses were paid by the sponsoring company. However, in fact, there was not much difference between the two. The so-called freeman had to sell his property to collect the passenger fare to reach his destination. Unless he worked there for a definite period, he had no economic means to get back to his native place. Major immigration from India began in 1835 to Mauritius, 1838 to Guyana, 1845 to Trinidad, 1860 to South Africa, 1873 to Surinam, 1879 to Fiji, 1896 to East Africa, and subsequently to the Caribbean Islands, British Columbia and California.


Initially, they did not come to secure a place of permanent residence in the new country. They came for a period, maintaining their ties with the old country, caring for the religious and social values obtained there, upholding traditional kinship obligations and remitting a major portion of their income to their family back home. Initially those who came were younger men without wives, and those who were married left their wives and children home. However, as time passed they brought their family along and settled in the lands to which they had migrated.


In due course of time, they adapted quite well to their new lands and were not interested in returning, even to a newly independent India. They necessarily became an integral part, at least politically if not socially, of their new society. When a number of countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America became independent from their colonial masters, they were faced with hostilities from the natives of the newly independent countries. This explains the sudden expulsion of all Indians from Uganda in 1972 by Idi Amin and the hostilities continuing between the Blacks and Indians in South Africa.


Large numbers of migrations began to Europe and America after the Second World War. Since this is a recent phenomenon, many Christians in the west do not know much about orthodox Hinduism. They may have heard of Transcendental Meditation, Hare Krishna Movement or some guru or Yoga practice, but have no knowledge of basic or popular Hinduism. To many westerners, India is still a distant, enchanted land occupied by an exotic people who follow a religion called Hinduism, which stands somewhere between the sublime and the ridiculous. Some of them have come to the west now, but it is better to ignore them. This is not to deny that many sincere Christians have tried to communicate with them the Gospel of the living God, but mostly this is done with a superior cultural attitude and paternalistic disposition. No wonder it has not been successful.


The following chapters of this study are an attempt to inform the reader of the various facets of basic Hinduism from a Christian standpoint, without going deep into Hindu philosophy or sectarian Hinduism.  Any ordinary Christian will be able to get a grasp of basic Hinduism by reading this study. It is necessary for Christians, especially evangelical Christians, to welcome the new immigrant Hindu neighbor to their hearths and homes. He is a civilized man, probably more educated than the Christian is. He may worship a strange god; but in this new land, he is open to new ideas. He may even show Christians a few things about the computer. Research has shown that when immigrants arrive at a new location there is generally a period of two years in which they are receptive to new ideas and new friends. That is when they have a lot of felt-needs such as employment, education for themselves and their children, housing, shopping and a plethora of social, cultural and financial needs. If Christians can help them in any of these areas without any ulterior motive or hidden agenda, they would make life-long friends out of the new immigrants.


Therefore, here is an attempt to make the basic tenets of Hinduism available. It is essential for Christians to gain some knowledge of Basic Hinduism. It should be remembered that Hindus have come from another part of the world with a lot of cultural hang-ups, taboos and questions. A false step means a lost opportunity. There is a lot of literature available about Hindu philosophy and various facets of sectarian Hinduism. This is a study about Basic Hinduism and this should help ordinary Christians to have a sympathetic understanding of Hinduism. Many Hindu students and young people may know a lot about the customs and practices of their sects but not about the fundamentals of their religion in general. May they also ponder and think not only about the success of this life but also about their eternal destiny. It is hoped that a reading of this study will fill a void and advance the cause of Christ in the days to come in the present global village.
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