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Essentials of Hinduism

Overview
Title: Essentials of Buddhism
Speaker: Dr. Timothy Tennent, Asbury Theological Seminary
This course serves as a summary of the beliefs and practices
of Hinduism by Dr. Timothy Tennent. There are five messages
that will introduce readers to a summary of the beliefs and
practices of Hinduism, including the three major categories of
Hinduism, the major gods of Hinduism, and the major themes
of the Upanishads.

GOALS
1. Familiarity with the ten major themes of the Upanishads.
2. Knowledge of and the three different categories of
Hinduism and their key features and distinctions.
3. Ability to recognize and explain the ten metaphors
discussed in the lectures.
4. Knowledge of the seven contrasts between Hinduism and
Christianity and strategies to witness to a Hindu.

REQUIREMENTS
1. 5 sessions
2. 2 hours per week (lesson and discussion)

PREREQUISITES
None

FORMAT
Audio

Overview
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BiblicalTraining.org
BiblicalTraining.org is not–for–profit ministry that gives
all people access to a world–class Christian education at
no cost. Our classes range from new believers to biblical
literacy (“Foundations”), deeper Bible study (“Academy”), and
seminary–level training (“Institute”).
We are a 501(c)3 not–for–profit and rely solely on the
donations of our users. All donations are tax deductible
according to the current US tax codes.

DISTINCTIVES
World class. All Bible classes are taught by world–class
professors from major seminaries.
Holistic. We want to see students move through content to
deep reflection and application.
Configurable. Ministries can use BT lectures as well as their
own to design their educational program.
Accessible. BiblicalTraining is a web–based ministry whose
content is provided at no cost.
Community–based. We encourage people to learn together,
in mentor/apprentice relationships.
Broadly evangelical. Our materials are broadly evangelical,
governed by our Statement of Faith, and are not tied to any
one church, denomination or tradition.
Partners. We provide the content and delivery mechanisms,
and our partner organizations provide the community and
mentoring.
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Your Speaker
Dr. Timothy C. Tennent is President of Asbury Theological
Seminary and Professor of World Christianity.
He previously served 11 years as Professor of World Missions
and Indian Studies at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary
in South Hamilton, Mass. Prior to his work in Massachusetts, Dr.
Tennent taught missions at Toccoa Falls College in Georgia,
where he was honored as teacher of the year in 1995. He also
teaches annually at the Luther W. New Jr. Theological College
of Dehra Dun, India, where he has served as an adjunct
professor since 1989.
He has also ministered and taught in China, Thailand, Nigeria
and Eastern Europe. Ordained in the United Methodist
Church, he has pastored churches in Georgia, and preached
regularly in churches throughout New England and across the
country.
Dr. Tennent is the author of several books, including Building
Christianity on Indian Foundations, (ISPCK, 2000); Christianity
at the Religious Roundtable, (Baker Academic, 2002); and
Theology in the Context of World Christianity: How the
Global Church is Influencing the Way We Think About and
Discuss Theology, (Zondervan, 2007). He is the co-author of
Revitalizing Practice, which is about challenges to theological
education in North America (Peter Lang, 2008). Dr. Tennent is
also the author of a missiology textbook entitled Invitation to
World Missions: A Missiology for the 21st Century, which was
published in 2010.

EDUCATION
Ph.D., University of Edinburgh, Scotland
Th.M., Princeton Theological Seminary
M.Div., Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary
B.A., Oral Roberts University
vi

Essentials of Hinduism

Student’s Guide
We are pleased that you have chosen to use materials from
BiblicalTraining.org. We trust that you will find them to be
of the highest quality and truly helpful in your own spiritual
growth and that of your church. Please read through the
following guidelines; they will help you make the best use of
this guide.

WEEKLY SCHEDULE
Listen or watch the lesson. The lesson for each chapter is
designed to be listened to outside of your meeting. Each
lesson lasts for an hour. This is a crucial step. If the meeting
time with your fellow students is going to be productive and
encouraging, everyone in the group needs to have listened to
and wrestled with the lesson.
Take notes. This guide has the outline for each lesson with
a summary of the teaching for each major point. If you are
unable to take notes while listening to the lesson, please work
through the guide at some point before your meeting.
Questions. Each chapter closes with a series of questions.
Some of the questions are data based, confirming that
you understand the information. Other questions are
more reflective, helping you move beyond the important
accumulation of knowledge to challenging you to think
through what you are learning about God, yourself and others,
and finally to application. Our encouragement is to think
through your answers before your meeting and then use the
meeting to share your thoughts and interact with others.
Meeting. Meet together with your group.

Student’s Guide
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MEETING TOGETHER
While some people may have to study on their own, we
strongly recommend finding a group with which you can
study.
A group provides encouragement to finish the class.
Interacting with others, their understanding and insight, is the
most effective way to sharpen your own thoughts and beliefs.
Just as you will need the help of others from time to time, so
also they will need your help.
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Mentor’s Guide
If you are leading the group or mentoring an individual, here
are some suggestions that should help you.
Your role is to facilitate. This is not an opportunity for you to
teach. In fact, the less visible role you take, the better. Your role
is to listen and bring out the best in the other people.
Preparation. Be sure to have done your homework thoroughly.
Have listened to the lesson and think carefully through the
questions. Have an answer for each question that will get the
conversation going. A great question is, “What is the Lord
teaching you this week?”
Creativity. What works to help one person understand may
not help another. So listen to the conversation and pray that
the Lord help you bring out the greatest interaction among all
the people.
Correct error. This is difficult. If someone says something that
isn’t right, you don’t want to come down on them, telling them
they are wrong and shutting down their participation. On the
other hand, if you let an obvious error pass, the rest of the
group may think you agree and what was said was correct. So
look for gracious ways to suggest that perhaps the person’s
comment was incorrect.
Focus. Stay focused on Jesus and the Bible, not on church or
religious traditions.
Lead the discussion. People don’t want to listen to a sharing of
common ignorance. Lead by asking questions that will prompt
others to think.
Silence. Don’t be afraid of silence. It may mean nothing more
than people are thinking. But if the conversation lags, then ask
thought–provoking questions to get the discussion started,
and then step out of the way.

Mentor’s Guide
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Discipleship. Be acutely aware of how you can mentor the
people in the group. Meet with them for coffee. Share some
life with them. Jesus’ Great Commission is to teach people to
obey, and the only way this happens is in relationship.
Men and women. Be aware that men and women tend to
learn differently. Don’t ask the men to become women in how
they answer.
Privacy. All discussions are private, not to be shared outside
the group unless otherwise specified.
Goal. The goal of this study is not just increased knowledge;
it is transformation. Don’t be content with people getting the
“right” answers. The Pharisees got the “right” answer, and
many of them never made it to heaven (Matt 5:20).
Relationships. Share everyone’s name, email and phone
number so people can communicate during the week and
follow up on prayer requests. You may want to set up a way to
share throughout the week using Slack or WhatsApp.
Finish well. Encourage the people to make the necessary
commitment to do the work, think reflectively over the
questions, and complete the class.
Prayer. Begin and end every meeting with prayer. Please don’t
do the quick “one–prayer–covers–all” approach. Manage the
time so all of you can pray over what you have learned and
with what you have been challenged. Pray regularly for each
individual in the meeting.

x
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1
Introduction to Hinduism

LESSON OVERVIEW
An introduction to Hinduism, discussion of their sacred texts,
and the ten themes of the Upanishads.

INTRODUCTION

1.

Hinduism as a world religion
Hinduism is practiced by slightly greater than thirteen
percent of the world; through the Indian diaspora of
Indians who relocate around the world, Hinduism is
found in virtually every corner of the world.

1. Introduction to Hinduism
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2.

Defining Hinduism
A. Culturally
People who regard themselves as Hindus because
they are born in India and they go back to the original
geographic, ethnic orientation of the word.

B. Authority
A certain common source of authority, someone
who accepts certain ancient text in Hinduism without
necessarily particular doctrinal content.

C. Doctrinal Core
A shared belief in certain kinds of doctrine such as
Karma or transmigration or atman, etc.

2
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D. Social obligation
People who keep certain social obligations such as
the castes, who avoid eating meat, who venerate the
cow, etc.

3.

Origins
A. Indus Valley Civilization
The Indus Valley Civilization provides the early
context for Hinduism.

B. Aryan Migrations
A period of several hundred years where lighter-skin
people began to move into India, between 1500 B.C.
and 1200 B.C. It is these people that began to really
reflect on what we today call “Hinduism.”

Aryans began to have oral traditions which, over an
800 year period, became the basis of Hindu literature.
1. Introduction to Hinduism
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HINDU TEXTS
1.

Sanhitas
Composed of four different collections known as the four
Vedas; these are a corpus of material that is in praise to
certain early gods and goddesses that were worshiped in
“the Vedic period” in early proto-Hinduism.

A. The Rig-Veda
Divided into ten smaller books which collectively
contain 1,028 metrical hymns that are sung to various
gods; these gods are associated with nature.

B. The Sama-Veda

C. The Yajur-Veda

4
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D. The Atharva-Veda

2.

The Brahmanas
Serve as commentaries on the Sanhitas.

3.

Aranyakas
Various treaties.

4.

Upanishads
The most important body of literature in the Hindu
corpus; the basis of what we today call “Hindu
philosophy.”

1. Introduction to Hinduism
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TEN THEMES IN UPANISHADS
If you understand these ten themes, then you will be able to
clearly have the basis to understand the entire Hindu religion.

1.

Brahman
“Brahman” represents in some way the key quest of
Hinduism

A. Definition
Brahman is ultimate reality and Hindus define it in a
variety of ways; some define it in terms of a personal
god, others as a host of gods, others still as a
pervading essence of the universe.

B. Nirguna Brahman vs. Saguna Brahman
Nirguna means “without qualities” and is more highly
regarded and is believed to be the only proper way
to speak of God; Saguna means “with qualities” and is
thought of as a lower, illusory level of Brahman.

6
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2.

Atman
“Soul or essence”; the ground of our being and the basis
of all reality and is ultimately detached from physical
existence.

3.

Tat Tvam Asi
“Thou art that” or “you are that”; the key insight of the
Upanishads is the recognition that your essence is
identical with the essence of the universe, therefore, if
you can understand the essence of your own self, which
is atman, then by implication you can understand the
essence of the whole universe.

4.

Samsara
Samsara literally means “flow”; the individual cycle of life
and death and rebirth, which never ends in the Hindu
worldview until you have this insight of Tat Tvam Asi;
samsara is the key problem in Hinduism.

1. Introduction to Hinduism
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5.

Maya
“A false way of looking at the world”; a false way
of looking at the world due to ignorance or the
superimposition of ultimate reality upon it.

6.

Karma
“Act or deed”; Karma states that every action is the effect
of a cause; and it is in turn the cause of an effect.

7.

Moksha
“Release”; release from the bonds of karma or samsara
when you finally recognize the truth of Tat Tvam Asi; the
soteriological equivalent of salvation in Christianity.

8.

Monism
Monism simply means that there is only one ultimate
principle of existence or being; everything is Brahman.

8
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9.

Yoga
The fourth of the six schools of Hindu philosophy; Yoga
became the way that a person could achieve samkhya,
the realization of truths, by going through various
meditation and guided exercises.

10. Satcitananda
Sat is “being”, “cit” is consciousness, and “ananda” is
bliss or joy; Satcitananda is the moving of these three
words, or descriptions of Brahman found at the end of
the Upanishads, together into one word; this doctrine is a
helpful entryway into discussion of the Trinity with Hindus.

QUESTIONS
1.

What are the two criteria that Hinduism meets so qualify
as a world religion?

1. Introduction to Hinduism
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2.

How do you define Hinduism?

3.

What was the Aryan migration and how is it related to
Hinduism?

4.

What are the four earliest documents that Hindus regard
as an authoritative text?

5.

What are the Upanishads and the 10 major themes?

10
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6.

What is the difference between Nirguna and Saguna
Brahman?

7.

What is Atman?

8.

What is the significance of “Tat Tvam Asi” in Hinduism?
What is a “cosmical homology,” and how is “Tat Tvam Asi”
an example?

1. Introduction to Hinduism
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9.

What is samsara and what does that have to do with
reincarnation?

10. What is maya and how does it affect the way a Hindu
views reality?

11. What is karma and how does it affect how Hindus treat
people who are suffering?

12
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12. Why is moksha the goal of a Hindu?

13. Why is Hinduism considered a monistic or non-dualistic
religion?

14. How does a Hindu think that yoga helps them toward
liberation?

1. Introduction to Hinduism
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15. Describe satcitananda and explain why it is important in
Hinduism.

RECOMMENDED READING FOR THE COURSE
Christianity at the Religious Roundtable: Evangelicalism in
Conversation with Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam, by Timothy
Tennent, Baker Books, 2002
Finding Jesus in Dharma, Chaturvedi Badrinath, SPCK
Publishing, 1848
Hinduism, the Basics, Herbert Ellinger, Bloomsbury T&T Clark,
1996
Indian Christian Theology, Robin Boyd. ISPCK, 1994
Sacred Thread, John Brockington, Penguin Books, 2000
The World of Gurus, Vishal Mangalwadi, 1977
The thirteen universally accepted Upanishads (Chandogya,
Kena, Aitareya, Kaushitaki, Katha,Mundaka, Taittiriya,
Brihadaranyaka, Svetasvatara, Isavasya, Prahna, Mandukya and
Maitri) at: www.sacred-texts.com/hin/upan
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2
Ten Metaphors

LESSON OVERVIEW
The ten metaphors of Hinduism and how Hinduism is
structured overall.

TEN METAPHORS
Hinduism has been very effective because it has been able to
bridge the gap between philosophical reflection with stories
and metaphors and thereby been able to communicate
Hinduism to the average person.

2. Ten Metaphors

15

1.

Arundhati
Arundhati refers to the most difficult star to see in the
Great Bear, or Big Dipper, constellation that must be
located by pointing to the larger, brighter stars nearby;
the point of this metaphor is simply to say that great
teachers do not teach directly, but teach by the way of
inference or by indirect speech.

2.

Rope-snake
The most famous metaphor in all of Hinduism; the way
we see the world is not the way the world may actually
be: we think we see a snake, but actually it is a rope.

3.

Clay pot
The “pot” analogy is saying that really the Atman on
the inside of your life, your body, is no different than
the Atman in everything else; it is a metaphor for the
false sense of separateness which we carry about in our
various ways we live and think and act in the world.

16
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4.

Monkey-kitten
Hindu classic analogy of salvation through divine grace—
the kitten passively saved by it’s mother—and salvation
through human activity—the monkey that must actively
cling to its mother for safety.

5.

The grieved man concerning his son
A man is told by a liar that his son is dead, when in fact he
is alive, yet the man experiences grief; this points to the
fact that the real cause of a person’s bondage is not in
external events, that is, whether your son is truly dead or
truly alive, but in our own mental world.

6.

The painted canvas
A painted canvas, whether it is either rolled up or not
rolled up, is a way of describing the circular or cyclical
ways the world is manifested and it is rolled and unrolled.

2. Ten Metaphors
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7.

The dirty mirror
Life is like a dirty mirror: karma has so encrusted our
lives that we are unable to actually see the true nature of
ourselves.

8.

The hidden treasure
Through a lot of effort and work, you can remove the
impediments and the problems that impede you from
seeing the true nature of reality and you can get to the
true hidden treasure of the self.

9.

The seed and the egg
The whole world is latent in Brahman or in the self, the
Atman, in the same way that a whole mighty oak tree is
latent in a seed, or a chicken is present in an egg.

18

Essentials of Hinduism

10. Salt in water
Just as salt is diffused in water, Atman is diffused into our
existence; you cannot put your finger on it; you cannot
identify it in a way that we would like to have it identified.

CATEGORIES OF HINDUISM
1.

Philosophical Hinduism
Philosophical Hinduism, or the way of knowledge,
focuses on how to teach people and train people to
have the insights of the Vedas and the Upanishads, to
experience their oneness with Brahman and release from
the wheel of samsara and what is called moksha.

A. Six major schools
Samkhya philosophy, Yoga philosophy, the
Mimamsa philosophy, Vaisheshika philosophy, Nyaya
philosophy and Vedanta philosophy.

2. Ten Metaphors
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2.

Popular Hinduism
A. Two main expressions:
The way of action and works and the way of devotion.

B. Caste system
The caste system is born out of the Hindu
creation story where a god figure, a creator figure,
dismembers himself so that parts of his body can be
used to make up the whole creation,

1) Brahmins
Highest of the four major castes in India created
from the god’s head; represent eight percent of
the Indian population, but maintain tremendous
power and authority.

20
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2) Kshatriyas
Warriors who were created out of the god’s arms;
represent the strong, the fighting, the warriors,
and the people on the battlefield; fifteen percent
of India falls into this category

3) Vaishyas
Created out of God’s midsection; these are the
merchants, farmers and those who take care of
our stomachs ; nine percent of the population.

4) Shudras
Lowest caste made from the god’s feet; the
Shudra are created in order to serve and compose
twenty-nine percent of the population.

2. Ten Metaphors
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5) Dalits
Outcasts who disobeyed various caste rules and
were thrown out of the caste system and they no
longer can participate in any privileges of Indian
society; represent nearly half of the population.

C. Liberation
Only a Brahmin male can be liberated from the wheel
of samsara, therefore one must honor the cast system
until they are reborn as a Brahmin male.

3.

Philosophical way of knowledge
Bhakti marga: “the way of devotion”; to achieve release
from the wheel of samsara you must devote yourself to
one of the 330 million different gods

22
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A. Two epics
The way the Hindus learn to recognize the gods and
goddesses and the way they learn the stories behind
the gods and goddesses and what they need to do to
serve these gods and goddesses.

1) The Mahabharata
Means “the great epic of India”; one of the
longest epics in the entire world of literature; the
“Bhagavad Gita” is part of this epic.

2) The Ramayana
The epic of a particular god known as Rama, the
incarnation of a god named Vishnu; involves a
number of gods and goddesses and the story of
the rescue of Rama’s wife.

2. Ten Metaphors
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QUESTIONS
1.

What is the method used by Hindu teachers referred to
as Arundhati?

2.

What is the “rope snake” metaphor?

3.

What do the Hindus teach with the metaphor of the clay
pot?

24
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4.

What does the monkey-kitten metaphor teach?

5.

What does the “grieved man concerning his son”
metaphor teach?

6.

What does the “painted canvas” metaphor teach?

2. Ten Metaphors
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7.

What does the “dirty mirror” metaphor teach? What do
Hindus suggest is the remedy?

8.

What does the “hidden treasure” metaphor teach? How
does this give you a starting point to discuss the gospel?

9.

What does the “seed and egg” metaphor teach?

10. What does the “salt in water” metaphor teach?

26
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11. According to Philosophical Hinduism, how do you
achieve moksha?

12. What are the two branches of popular Hinduism?

13. In the caste system, if you are not a Brahmin male, how
do you achieve release from the wheel of samsara? What
happens to you if you don’t serve the people in the
castes above you?

2. Ten Metaphors
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14. What do Hindus teach in the “Way of Devotion?”

15. In popular Hinduism, what are the two epic stories they
use to teach basic truths?

16. What is the Ramayana?

28
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3
Popular Hinduism

LESSON OVERVIEW
A look at the more popular forms of Hinduism. You can
find images for each of the gods Dr. Tennent describes by
searching the web using the name of the god, followed by the
keywords, “Hinduism images.”

POPULAR HINDUISM
Within popular Hinduism there are nine major deities that
every student of Hinduism should know.

3. Popular Hinduism

29

1.

Vishnu
Vishnu is one of the two most important gods
worshipped in India, with most Hindus worshipping some
form of Vishnu or Shiva.

A. Iconography
The markings of the icon; idol makers have all had
schooling on the specifications of each particular
deity so that the illiterate can identify each god.

1) Spinning disc
Vishnu always has a spinning disc on his finger
representing the wheel of samsara.

2) Conk shell
This exhibits the unstruck “aum” sound that
resonates throughout the universe; this points to
the texts, such as the Rig Veda, that they believe
were simply heard, not written in time.
30
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3) Lotus flower
Represents liberation or moksha in the Hindu
iconography.

4) Mace
A long pole which represents divine power.

5) Less common markings:
a) Mounted on a large bird named “Garuda”
b) A serpent named “Shesh Naga”
c) Vishnu’s wife, “Lakshmi”

3. Popular Hinduism
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2.

Rama
The main incarnation of Vishnu; the chief god of the
famous epic of Ramayana.

A. Iconography
1) Bow and arrow
Rama is most known for his shooting of an arrow.

2) Sarawati
The wife that Rama rescues.

3) Hanuman
The monkey god that is often associated with
Rama.

32
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3.

Hanuman
The monkey god; viewed as the greatest example of a
devotee, a person who is devoted to their teacher or their
god.

A. Iconography
1) Monkey face
Depicted with a monkey face on a human figure.

2) Rama
Often found bowing down before Rama

3) Ripped open chest
When asked if he is really devoted to Rama
Hanuman rips open his chest and proves that
inside of his heart there is an icon of Rama and
Sita and has “Ram” written on all his bones.
3. Popular Hinduism
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4) Flying through the air
Depicted flying through the air holding a
mountain in his hand; he retrieves the mountain in
an act of devotion to Rama.

4.

Lakshmi
Lakshmi is the goddess of wealth and prosperity.

A. Iconography
1) Female form
Lakshmi has a goddess female form.

2) Coins
Her hands are slightly outstretched and golden
coins are flowing out of the palms of her hands.

34
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3) Lotus flower
Often depicted standing on a lotus flower.

4) Elephants
Elephants that are spraying their trunk full of water
on her, like a shower, representing freshness and
water, which is also worshiped in India.

5) Owl
She is often identified with an owl, so you will see
sometimes an owl beside Lakshmi.

3. Popular Hinduism
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5.

Krishna
A. Iconography
1) Blue skin
All gods are identified by blue skin rather than
normal flesh tones.

2) Flute
Krishna is often seen playing the flute.

3) Gopis
Female cow herders; Krishna is often depicted
with innumerable young girls; most well known
gopis is Radha from the Gita Govinda.

36
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4) Mature counselor in a chariot
Often depicted as a god talking to a young
warrior male in a chariot; Krishna is said to
have counseled a warrior named Arjuna in the
Bhagavad Gita.

5) Less common markings:
a) Cows
Krishna is often associated with cow herding.

b) Presence of Radha or Arjuna
Krishna is the god often depicted with these
two characters.

c) Childish pranks
It is said that Krishna pulled many childish
pranks as a young child.
3. Popular Hinduism
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6.

Shiva
The other of the two most important gods worshipped in
India; the most recognizable of the gods.

A. Iconography
1) The trishula
A trident, a three-pronged spear; almost invariably
holding this in his various iconographies.

2) Cobra
Very frequently depicted with a “nag”, or cobra,
wrapped around his neck.

3) “Jata”
A dreadlock hairstyle; dreadlock hair like a
Jamaican kind of hairstyle.

38
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4) “Damaru”
A tiny little hourglass shaped drum.

5) Third eye
A third eye is representative of omniscience, that a
god knows all and is all; this is a way of identifying
Shiva’s knowledge.

6) Flame
Shiva is believed to be the creator of the world
and therefore it is not unusual to see the flame in
his hand because the flame represents creative
power.

B. Nataraja form
Means “the dancing form of Shiva”; shows Shiva
dancing on a dwarf, damaru in hand, with a flame in
the other hand, and wild dreadlock hair.

3. Popular Hinduism
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C. Shiva Lingam form
Lingam is the word for the human male phallus, so it
is a sexual organ and is identified with Shiva; Shiva
often depicted with an erect Lingam coming forth out
of the yoni, the female sexual organ.; it is a symbol of
fertility, as a symbol of the vitality and creative power
of Shiva

7.

Durga
Goddess who is particularly present in northeast India.

A. Iconography
1) Many arms
She has many, many arms; it is not unusual to see
a god with four arms, but in the case of Durga she
often has a dozen or more arms

40

Essentials of Hinduism

2) Spear
She is famous for killing a buffalo demon, so you
will often see her with a spear in hand.

3) Buffalo
Often depicted with the slain buffalo, thrusting her
spear into its side.

8.

Kali
Kali and Durga are both different forms of the same
mother goddess of India, Shakti.

A. Iconography
1) Goddess form
Female iconography associated with goddesses
rather than gods.
3. Popular Hinduism
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2) Dark skin
Kali is often depicted with extremely dark,
sometimes even black, color; “Kali” is the word for
black.

3) Protruding tongue
Often depicted with her tongue sticking way out,
sometimes dripping with blood.

4) Necklace and hair
Kali wears a necklace made of human skulls; her
hair is frequently depicted as very disheveled.

9.

Ganesh
One of the most easily recognizable gods in India
because Ganesh is a young boy with the head of an
elephant.
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A. Iconography
1) Elephant head
Depicted with an elephant head; Shiva sees
Ganesh standing watch as Parvati baths and not
knowing who it was chopped his head off, but
once realizing he had killed his own son rushes
into the forest and took the head from the first
animal he found—an elephant—and placed it onto
his body.

2) Four arms

3) Snake
He has a snake on his neck, just as Shiva does.
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4) Fat belly
In keeping with his elephant image

5) Sacred red
Worn only by the high caste Brahmins and is worn
over your shoulder and down to your waist.

6) Mouse
He rides around on a mouse.
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10. Saraswati
Goddess of knowledge who is portrayed in many
universities.

A. Iconography
1) Musical instrument
Often seen with a large, stringed instrument.

2) Swan
The animal she is associated with, as the other
gods and goddesses are pictured with animals, is
the swan.

3. Popular Hinduism
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QUESTIONS
1.

Why do you think that it is valuable to learn to
iconography of the major gods and goddesses of
Hinduism?

2.

How does recognizing each of the gods and goddesses
help you to better understand Hinduism?

3.

Which of the gods are the two major gods worshipped in
Hinduism? Why are they so highly valued?
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4.

Were there any particular attributes of the gods that you
found surprising? Any that were particularly helpful in
your understanding of Hinduism?

5.

How can knowing the iconography of these majors gods
aid in communicating the gospel to Buddhist?

3. Popular Hinduism
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4
Devotional Movement

LESSON OVERVIEW
Four themes in the Devotional movement.

DEVOTIONAL MOVEMENT
If the highest expression is God without qualities, then you
can say nothing definitively about God. This leaves a gray,
empty chasm in the lives of Hindus who desire desperately a
personal relationship with God. This is all met in a certain way
by the popular bhakti movements in India, composed of four
main themes.
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1.

Personal aspects of worship
Composed mostly of Dalits and Shudras, the bhakti
movement re-reads the Upanishads and rejects the
distinction between Nirguna and Saguna Brahman.

A. Puranic literature
Additional literature produced by the bhakti
movement that emphasizes the eminence of god, a
deep sorrow over sin, and a desire to be in union with
god.

2.

Devotion over knowledge
The three themes of knowledge, works or actions, and
devotion are constantly in tension with each other within
Hinduism, yet the bhakti emphasizes devotion over all;
this is evidenced in the Puranic literature, the emphasis
on the Bhagavad Gita, and written supplements, such as
the Harivamsa.
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3.

Ecstatic response
People work themselves into a frenzy and they believe
they will actually enter into a personal relationship and
a mystical union; they believe that you not only have
this ecstatic response in the presence of God, but they
believe that you can enter into a mystical union with
Krishna or with another personal deity.

4.

Simplicity
The bhakti movement is something that is very simple to
follow and involves very little complicated theology.

A. Mana
Receiving power through touching or coming into
contact with a deity via the icon.
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B. Puja
Involves coming and performing the act of worship
in the presence of the idol or icon; it usually involves
putting water, rice, flowers or coconuts in the
presence of a God and bringing food which you
sacrifice in the presence of the deity, called “prasad.”

C. Gurus
A guru is a spiritual teacher of India that believes that
by gathering a following of people together, they can
impart some knowledge to help people to achieve
enlightenment.

1) Yogananda
Went to Boston in 1920 to speak at the
International Congress of Religious Liberals and
began to spread Hinduism in the West.
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2) Sai Baba
Claimed to have divine healing powers and
amassed a huge following in India and throughout
the world.

D. Festivals
Popular Hinduism has wed itself to the major festivals
in Indian life.

1) Lohri
This is a festival which symbolizes the casting out
of evil and invoking blessings for the New Year.

2) Holi
Holi celebrates the death of winter and the return
of spring and celebrates new life and sexual love;
associated with Krishna in northern India.
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3) Nag Panchami
Occuring in July or August, Nag Panchami
celebrates snakes; celebrated in the villages with
snake handlers and people wearing snakes.

4) Janmashtami
Taking place in August or September, it celebrates
Krishna’s birthday; Krishnavites will fast all day
long and put on plays about Krishna.

5) Ganesh Chaturthi
Celebration of Ganesh’s life taking place at the
end of summer with thousands of images and clay
figures of Ganesh.

6) Durga Puja
Worship of the goddess Durga with reenactments
of Durga’s triumph over evil.
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7) Diwali
The festival of lights occurring in November,
or after monsoon season, which celebrates the
return of Rama after his exile; also associated with
Lakshmi goddess of wealth, as well as Kali; many
weddings occur at this time and many clean their
homes for a fresh start.

8) Maha Shivaratri
The great Shiva austerity; a day of fasting and a
night of keeping vigil to earn the merit of Shiva
followed by a great festival of eating.

9) Kumbh Mela
Occurring only every twelve years, Kumbh Mela
is a great festival where Hindus will go and dip in
the Ganges River, believing that by dipping in the
river you can achieve moksha, or salvation.
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QUESTIONS
1.

How is the Devotional movements’ view of god different
from the other movements?

2.

Why is devotion elevated in the Devotional movement
more than in the other two movements in Hinduism?

3.

What type of response to the deity is emphasized in the
devotional approach?
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4.

What acts of worship do you practice in this approach?

5.

Who is the role of the guru in Hinduism? What two gurus
were discussed in this lecture and what significance do
they have?

6.

What are some festivals in India that are connected to
Hinduism? Why are these festivals important?

56

Essentials of Hinduism

7.

In what ways can you relate to the Devotional movement?
Are there elements of this movement that may be helpful
inroads for the gospel?

8.

What roles do devotion and knowledge play in
Christianity? Should one be elevated over the other in
the Christian faith?

4. Devotional Movement
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5
Christianity and Hinduism

LESSON OVERVIEW
A brief comparison of the beliefs and practices of Hinduism
and Christianity

SEVEN CONTRASTS BETWEEN CHRISTIANITY AND
HINDUISM
1.

Knowability of God
The hallmark of the Christian faith is that God is relational
and that he is knowable; this is rooted in the doctrine of
the Trinity because the Trinity tells us that even before
the creation of the world, God was a relational being;
in Hinduism God is not known and no-one can make
positive affirmations about God.
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2.

Incarnation
A. Hindu avatar
Means “divine descent”; according to the idea of
avatar, there are many incarnations, both human and
non-human with many more to come in the future;
there is a mixing or blending of the divine and
human, so that you don’t have a true human being;
compelled by the necessity that occurs when a certain
amount of accumulative karma builds up.

B. Christian incarnation
Incarnation is once in the history of the world; the
incarnation involved two distinct natures in one
person with no blending of the natures; Jesus was
sent as a free act of God’s grace.

3.

Karma
In classic Hinduism, karma cannot be paid by another
and there is no way that anyone can do something for
you redemptively; in Christianity Jesus paid the debt
which we could never pay.
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4.

Uniqueness of the gospel
Hinduism accepts many paths to God and rejects
exclusivity; in Christianity, Christ is the unique answer to
the human dilemma and there is no other way.

5.

Creation
In Hinduism creation is not good, lacks design, and has
no real purpose; in the Bible we find that creation is the
result of God’s great design and is instilled with dignity.

6.

Transmigration
Also known as reincarnation, transmigration is the
way that the problem of evil is solved in Hinduism
because any evil or suffering in this life is due to karma
of a previous lifetime; from a Christian worldview,
transmigration does not solve the problem of evil
because it is based on the impersonal law of karma and it
shuts the door on divine grace.
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7.

Salvation
Salvation in Hinduism is not final but rather rejects
personal consciousness with the atman and the atman
will one day be manifested into the world again, thus
making the accumulation of karmic debt possible once
again; in Christianity we are told that we will dwell and
reign with Him forever and ever.

WITNESSING TO A HINDU
1.

Pentecostal power encounter model
Focus on Jesus’ healing and deliverance ministry and
thereby promote the power of Christ over false idols.

2.

Jesus as the perfect embodiment of “dharma”
An emphasis on the life of Christ and his ethical teachings
because Indians are often very favorable to the teachings
of Christ; from there one must make the transition to
preach the gospel of repentance and faith.
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3.

Jesus the liberator from oppressive structures
Demonstrate how Christianity will help to liberate those
that are disenfranchised by Hinduism; emphasizes how
the gospel truly liberates from oppressive structures.

4.

Jesus Christ the western savior
Use of western forms, western cultural presuppositions,
and conducting discourse largely in English; doubtful
about whether or not this foreign “three-piece suit” Jesus
will effectively communicate the gospel to Hindus.

5.

Sannyasin
Sannyasin is a word for those who renounce the world;
Jesus is presented as a great Brahmin priest who has
renounced the world, renounced everything and comes
down as the bearer of the true philosophy; this method is
more effective among the Brahmin than average Indians.
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QUESTIONS
1.

Describe how the relational nature and knowability of
God in Christianity is different from Hinduism.

2.

How is the concept of incarnation different in Hinduism
and Christianity?

3.

What is the doctrine of karma and how does it compare
with a Christian worldview?
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4.

How does the uniqueness of the Christian faith compare
to inclusiveness of Hinduism?

5.

What is the difference between Hinduism and Christianity
in the nature of creation?

6.

What is the solution to the problem of evil in Hinduism
and in Christianity?
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7.

What is the difference between Hinduism and Christianity
in the concept of salvation?

8.

What are the five models of witnessing for Christ to
Hindus that Dr. Tennent describes?
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