Hinduism
History

Hinduism traces its roots to the Indus valley civilization circa 4000 to 2200 BC.  The development of Hinduism was influenced by many invasions over thousands of years.  The major influences occurred when nomadic "Aryan" Indo-European tribes invaded Northern India (circa 1500 B.C.) from the steppes of Russia and Central Asia.  They brought with them their religion of Vedism.  These beliefs mingled with the more advanced, indigenous Indian native beliefs, often called the "Indus valley culture".
It’s worth noting that in the last decade some archeologists have challenged the theory of the Indo-European invasion.  Instead they theorize that Hinduism evolved out of Indian culture with no outside influence.
Scriptures

Among the most important of all Hindu sacred texts are the Vedas which were written between 1500 and 600 B.C.  They contain hymns, incantations, and rituals from ancient India.  Written between 800 and 400 B.C., the Upanishadas are a continuation of the Vedic philosophy which elaborate on how the soul (atman) can be united with the ultimate truth (Brahman) through contemplation and mediation.  The Upanishads also introduce the doctrine of Karma, the cumulative effects of a person’s actions.  The Mahabharata, were written between 540 to 300 B.C. They record the legends of the Bharatas, one of the Aryan tribal groups.  The Bhagavad Gita is the sixth book of the Mahabharata.  It is a poem describing a conversation between a warrior, Arjuna, and the God Krishna.  Other texts include the Brahmanas, the Sutras, Puranas, and the Aranyakas.

Core Beliefs

Categorizing the religion of Hinduism can be confusing.  Hinduism is commonly viewed as polytheistic (belief in many gods), but this is not entirely accurate.  Some view Hinduism as monotheistic (believing in one god) because it only recognizes one supreme god, Brahman.  The earliest Vedas were polytheistic, but later Vedas showed a clear shift toward pantheism (belief that everything contains god or is part of god).  Brahman is not so much a god to the Hindu as much as the sum of all reality and truth.  The whole universe is seen as one divine entity.  However, the most Hindus still pray to a god or goddess, which they consider to be a “facet” of Brahman.  So, strictly speaking, Hinduism is a henotheistic religion, a religion which recognizes a single deity, but which recognizes other gods and goddesses as facets, forms, manifestations, or aspects of that supreme God.  Hindus worship one of thousands of gods or goddesses (usually based on the region in which they were raised), all of which are “facets” of the one god, Brahman.

To a Hindu, life and ultimately reality are mere illusions that stand between them and Brahman, which is the ultimate truth.  They call sin an “utter illusion” and acceptance of this fact is required before one can move ahead in Hinduism.

Hindus believe in the repetitious reincarnation, the transfer of one's soul, or atman, after death into another body.  This produces a continuing cycle of birth, life, death and rebirth through their many lifetimes.  This cycle is called samsara and is represented by a wheel with many spokes.  Most Hindus believe that the atman can be reincarnated as any form of life, even plants.
Karma is the accumulated sum of ones good and bad deeds.  Karma determines how you will live your next life.  Through pure acts, thoughts and devotion, one can be reborn at a higher level.  With enough good karma, one can eventually escape the wheel of samsara and achieve enlightenment, a permanent oneness with Brahman.  Bad deeds can cause a person to be reborn as a lower level.  The unequal distribution of wealth, prestige, and suffering are thus seen as natural consequences for one's previous acts, both in this life and in previous lives.  If you are born poor or crippled it is because you have too much bad karma from your previous lives.
Hindus organize their lives around the "four aims of Hinduism," four primary pursuits.

· Dharma – Righteousness through religious works
· Artha – Economic or material prosperity

· Kama – Physical and mental gratification

· Moksa – Enlightenment, freedom from samsara and oneness with Brahman
Meditation is frequently practiced and Yoga is one of the most common forms.  Yoga means “union” and is a form a meditation in which a person can supposedly free their mind from their body and briefly unite with Brahman.  Other activities include daily devotions and public and private rituals. 
Hinduism has a reputation of being highly tolerant of other religions.  Hindus have a saying:  "The truth is One, but different Sages call it by Different Names" 
The Caste System
Ancient Hinduism divided all people into thousands of levels, called Jats or communities.  The Jats where grouped into four levels or castes:

· Brahmins – Priests and academics
· Kshatriyas – Political and military rulers

· Vaishyas – Farmers, landlords, and merchants
· Sudras – Peasants, servants, and workers in non-polluting jobs

· Dalit – Not a caste, but this includes all people who are below the caste system; the untouchables, workers in polluting jobs

Although the caste system was abolished by law in 1949, it remains a significant force throughout India.
A person's Jat determined the range of jobs or professions from which they could choose.  Marriages normally took place within the same Jat.  There were rules that prohibited persons of different groups from eating, drinking or even smoking with each other.  A person was generally born into the Jat and Varna of their parents, and died in the same group.
The Dalit were outcasts who did not belong to one of the castes.  They worked in what are considered polluting jobs.  They were untouchable by the four castes.  Even a contact with their shadow by a member of the Varnas was considered polluting.

Practicing untouchability or discriminating against a person because of their caste is now illegal.  The caste system has lost much of its power in urban areas; however the tradition is largely unchanged in some rural districts.  The government has instituted laws in the last few decades in order to help the Dalit and lower castes.

Many Dalit have left Hinduism in recent years.  This has sometimes been motivated by a desire to escape the caste system.  According to Gospel for Asia, Dalits feel that: "The only way for our people to find freedom from 3,000 years of slavery is to quit Hinduism and Castism and embrace another faith."
What does the mark on the forehead mean?

The colored dot is variously referred to as a tilaka, bottu, bindiya, kumkum, or bindi.  It is a sign of piety, and a reveals to other people that the wearer is a Hindu.  It symbolizes the third eye, the one focused inwards toward God.  Both men and women wear it, although the practice among men is gradually going out of style.  In the past, many unmarried women wore black marks, whereas many married women wore red.  But in recent times, women often wear dots that match the clothes.
Hinduism in the West

In the mid-nineteenth century, Hinduism and other eastern mystic religions were introduced to and embraced by many in the western world.  This is evident in the writings of several philosophers and poets of the period, including Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau.  In the 1960s the Beatles traveled to India to learn Transcendental Meditation from a Hindu yogi (master teacher).

The influence of Hinduism on modern western thought is powerful and far-reaching.  From agnosticism to post-modern humanism, many modern schools of thought rely, at least in part, on the ideals and religious tolerance found in Hinduism.  After all, it is a basic belief of Hinduism that, “All approaches to God are true.”
What’s Wrong with Hinduism?
· Hinduism teaches that all paths to God are valid and that god (Brahman) is an impersonal force of ultimate truth. The Bible tells us that Jesus is the only way to God and the God is a personal, spiritual being who has a vested interest in us.  (John 1:14, 3:16, 14:6; Titus 2:11-14)

· Hindus search for god within themselves and have no hope outside the suffering of thousands of reincarnated lives.  The Bible teaches us the God reveals himself to us and gives us hope of salvation through Christ Jesus. (I John 5:11-12, Heb. 9:27-28)
· Hindus do not believe in sin, as sin is only part of the illusion that is reality.  (Rom. 3:23, Heb. 9:27)
