RELI 2732 – Lecture 7 – Hindu Perspectives
October 17th 

-Hinduism can be seen as a combination of religions and religious practices
-Hindu is the name given by the Persians – named originally after the river that they lived by “people of the Hindu” 

-their sacred scriptures are the Vedas (1500BCE – 600BCE)

-Hindus refer to their religion as Sanatana Dharma 


-meaning eternal or constant Dharma

-Two aspects:


1. Social/Family duty 


2. Eternal cosmic law

-following the ethical principles of social/family duties is following the cosmic order

Three Paths to Liberation (Moksha)


1. Karma marga – path of ritual action



-associated with the ancient sacrificial religion of the Vedas 



(Karma = action)


2. Jnana marga – path of knowledge


3. Bhaki marga – path of devotion 



-worship/devotion to a particular deity 

-Karma marga (Vedic period 1500 – 800 BCE)


-religion centered around the ritual of the fire sacrifice 


-in the Vedic period, the purpose of rituals/sacrifice was to please the 
Gods – in turn it was believed that the Gods would bestow blessings upon 
you
-Vedic universe (four realms)

1. Celestial Realm – inhabited by the sky Gods


-heavenly worlds above


-sky Gods related to the powers of nature

2. Atmospheric Realm – inhabited by Gods of the atmosphere (ie. Storm, wind)


-space between the heavens and the earth

3. Earth – inhabited by humans and Gods of the earth (ie. Mountain Gods, River Gods)

4. World of the Fathers (underworld) 


-inhabited by dead ancestors

-Sacrifices were done with cattle

-Agni the fire God received the sacrifice 

Vedic Fire Sacrifice 

-3 altars of fire 

-in the West; a circular altar. Called Home Fire – represents Earth 

-in the East; a square altar – sacrifice goes up to the Sky Gods 

-In the South; a half-moon shaped altar – represents the atmospheric region – offering goes down to the World of the Fathers 

-a pit in the middle that may have any instruments that are involved in the ritual 

-the cow was cooked in the West then placed in the East as an offering to the Gods 


-this transfer represents the interrelatedness between the heavens and 
the earth

-offering for the ancestors was placed in the Southern fire – also known as the ‘Hungry Fire’ 

-in the burning it is understood to be transformed into the spirit world 


-fire is a transforming agent 

-this ritual was a way of communicating with the other realms

-Agni manifests in all realms: Sky (sun), atmosphere (lightening), Earth (domestic fire), World of the Fathers (lava/core)
-this ritual was a way of communicating with the other realms

-universal harmony and connectedness depends on the effectiveness of the fire sacrifice ritual 


-it acts to maintain harmony among all realms


-carried out by Brahmin priests (keepers of ritual knowledge of the Vedas)

-combination of the ritual knowledge (Vedas) and ritual action (karma) creates a powerful cosmic force independent of the Gods 

-Cremation was a form of offering to the fire God (*see textbook for more details)


-intended to establish a new body in the World of the Fathers 

-marriage and procreation are a debt considered to be owed to the ancestors 


-essential for a good afterlife

Upanishads – Jnana marga 

-questioned the effectiveness and the value of ritual 

-Valued knowledge – what is the basis or foundation of the universe and the person?

-proposed:


-Universe as a world of impermanence – unchanging reality that is the ground of existence 


-consists of two aspects: 


1. Brahman – unchanging reality on a cosmic/universal level 


2. Atman – the individual soul – unchanging reality on a personal level 
with no gender association 


-eternal, unchanging, unborn and undying

-believed that everything else that existed is changing



-Samsara – unending cycle of rebirth and redeath 

-Samsara continues due to self-orienting action – karma

-karma became known not anymore as ritual action but as the intention behind the action, which is maintained in today’s thought 

-Moksha – the liberation from the samsara fuelled by Karma 


-this occurs when a person abandons all desires 

-the paths of knowledge and ritual action both depend on human skill, education, dedication and is very time consuming

The Path of Devotion

-much easier, open to everybody

-one of the more popular paths to liberation in Hindu thought

-truly fundamental 

-you choose the deity who resonates with you. The one closest to your heart 


-more than one way to be devoted 


-the divine can manifest anywhere and can show itself to anyone


-common deities to be devoted to are Shiva, Vishnu, Krishna, the mother 
Goddess (in all her forms) 

-this path is considered to be a complete path to liberation – liberated from self-orienting action (karma) and all orientation towards God

-Karma applies to rebirth – it came to represent as well, what goes around comes around. Good action leads to a rebirth into good conditions 
-Upanishad rejected the goal of the World of the Fathers 


-focused attention on Moksha 


-occurs when one realized that the Brahman and the Atman are one 


-it is liberation from the duality of the universe (good and evil, right and 
wrong etc)

-Ideal stages of life of an upper caste male


-Student; celibacy, studying the Vegas


-Householder; marriage, children. Performing religious ritual duties that are required to repay debts 


Vedic seer – paid by studying the Vedas, Gods – paid by sacrifice, 
Ancestors – paid by sons to carry the lines  


-Retirement; when children are grown – devote themselves to religious 
studies


-Renunciation; withdraw completely from society (legally/socially dead) 



-Intent on liberation – renounces all identity

Contemporary Hindu funeral ritual 

(*see cuLearn) 

(*see textbook for more details)

-Cremation – fire is used as a way of transforming and purifying the body

-Ashes immersed in a river (Varinasi – the Ganga River is a very popular place)

-Oil lamp kept light for 11 days – family mourns at this time


-immediate family in liminal zone – may not participate in religious events (temple) or social events 



-soul may still be hanging around

-rituals are performed to ensure a safe journey of the soul

-the 11 day period is seen as the time it takes the soul to reach the heaven of the deity that it was devoted to 

-soul is eventually reborn – new form depends on the karma accumulated in the previous life 
-on the death anniversary each year there is a memorial ceremony carried out by the eldest (or sometimes youngest) son 

-funeral rituals blend all 3 paths to liberation 


-offering to the ancestors


-realization as one (Brahman and Atman)


-devotion to the destination of the God they were devoted to 

Women and death in Hindu society 

-death of a husband can have a serious impact on the life of a married woman

-a married woman is called “Sumangali” which means auspicious 


-if she dies in this state she will be a powerful ancestor 

-a widow is regarded as inauspicious 


-no longer allowed to adorn herself (no colors, jewellery)


-plain white dress is a symbol of widowhood


-not invited to auspicious events (ie. Weddings)

-many communities disapprove of widows remarrying, regardless of their 
right to do so


-have no real place in the community

-Satte/sati – widow suicide 


-now outlawed; a woman would retain her honour as a Sumangali


-wear her wedding dress and would die on the pyre of her dead husband 

