‘There is only one God, but endless are his aspects and endless are his names. Call him
by any name and worship hlm in any aspect that pleases you, you are sure to see
him. (Shri Ramakrishna, quoted in Prabhavananda with Manchester, 7%e Spiritual
Hem’mge of India, page 353) |
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The esteemed holy man Shri | amakrishna (1836 to 1886) speaks for most of his
fellow Hindus when he emphasizes the harmony and tolerance that are characteris-
tic of his religion. A harmony, of many different beliefs and practices, all aiming
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for the common goal of salvation, like many
rivers converging into one ocean, Hinduism
also tends to be highly tolerant of other reli-
gions. True to the ideals of Hinduism, Shri
Ramakrishna lived what he taught. From ear-
ly boyhood he mastered a variety of Hindu

becomes many as it passes through the human
medium” (The Moral and Political Writings of
Mabatma Gandhi, volume 1, pages 542-543).
Like Ramakrishna, Gandhi revered Christian-
ity; he even placed the Sermon on the Mount
from the Gospel of Matthew alongside Hin-

Mahatma Gandhi,
the great Hindu
political leader, is
revered for his ideas
on social justice.
His practice of
nonviolent disobedi-
ence helped to free
India from British
rule, establishing it
as an independent
nation.
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paths of worship, later he became a Muslim
and then a Christian, and all the while, from
his own perspective, he evolved into a better
Hindu.

Throughout the ages, harmony amid diver-
sity, and tolerance toward other faiths have
characterized Hinduism. The nearly four-
thousand-year-old Rig Veda (rig vay'duh),
Hinduism’s oldest sacred text, declares: “God
is one but men call him by many names”
(1.64.46). The great twentieth-century Hin-
du, Mahatma Gandbhi, echoes the ancient wis-
dom of the Rig Veda: “Even as a tree has a
single trunk, but many branches and leaves, so

is there one true and perfect Religion, but it

“duism’s Bhagavad-Gitaas his favorite religious

texts.

In this chapter we will consider the main
aspects of the vast diversity of beliefs and prac-
tices that together form Hinduism. We will
chart many rivers, but it is important not to
forget that all flow eventually into one ocean.

Human Destiny:
From Worldly Realms
1o the Divine Beyond

Learning about Hinduism depends first on
understanding a perspective of reality—the
universe, human beings, and the divine—that
is fundamentally different from common
Western perspectives. Because Hinduism em-
phasizes above all else the concerns of human
beings, we will chart the Hindu perspective on
reality by first considering human destiny. It is
best to begin this story at its conclusion, for
the final destiny of salvation through libera-
tion returns the individual to the original
source. Spiritual perfection amounts to a re-
turn to the beginning.

Liberation:
Returning to the Sacred Source

Salvation through liberation from the con-
straints of the human condition is the ultimarte
goal of all Hindus, the ocean into which all
the rivers of Hinduism eventually flow. For
most it is a distant goal, not to be attained in
this lifetime. Hindus believe in reincarnation
(rebirch in new life-forms) and thus anticipate
a long series of lifetimes, so they can afford to









































































