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AAA      HHHIIINNNDDDUUU   CCCAAATTTEEECCCHHHIIISSSMMM   
 

;' 
Question 1.  What is 'Hinduism' ? 
 
Answer. 'Hinduism' is the name that was coined by foreigners who came either as merchants or 

soldiers to India, in order  to describe the multitude of various beliefs and customs of the 
people of the land they called 'Hind' or India. This name does not appear in any of the 
sacred literature of India. 

 
Question 2.  What do Hindus actually call their religion ? 
 
Answer.  To us it is known as  Sanatana Dharma — 'The eternal Religion' or as the Vedic 

Dharma - 'The Religion of the Vedas'. 
 
Question 3.  What are the 'Vedas' ? 
 
Answer. The Vedas are our sacred scriptures. They are considered to be “Self-existent” and have 

no author — in other words they are not even the words of God. We believe them to be 
eternal, arising with each creation cycle of the cosmos and the Supreme Authority in 
matters relating to Philosophy, Spirituality, ethics and morals. The name 'Veda' simply 
means 'Knowledge'. The represent the perennial universal wisdom of all ages. 

 
Question 4.  How many Vedas are there ? 
 
Answer.  The Original Veda was ONE, But about 6000 years ago they were edited and divided 

into four by a sage called Vyasa, in order to save them from extinction. They are; Rik, 
Yajur, Sama, and Atharvana Vedas. The number of verses which have survived through 
the millennia is only a fraction of the total that originally manifest. They are universally 
acknowledged by scholars to be the oldest literary compilations known to mankind. 

 
Question 5.  To whom were the Vedas revealed ? 
 
Answer.  They were originally revealed to very pious and holy sages through deep meditation. 

These sages  are known as Rishis or Seers. 
 
Question 6.  In what language were they revealed ? 
 
Answer.  In Sanskrit. 
 
Question 7.  How were they transmitted through the millennia ? 
 
Answer.   Sage Vyasa had four disciples to whom he entrusted the work of transmission. They in 

turn taught them to their disciples who learnt them by heart and transmitted them to their 
disciples and so on through a succession of gurus  they have come down to us. 

  
  
Question 8. Have there been any alterations in the Vedas since they were first revealed ? 
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Answer. No. The texts of the Vedas that we have today have remained unchanged for the past 

6000 years due to a very complex method of chanting and memorizing. They are still 
taught in the same way today and chanted exactly as they were 6000 years ago. 

 
Question 9. Are there any other scriptures which are equally as authoritative as the Vedas ? 
 
Answer. Yes, the Vedic literature is very vast, the actual Vedas consist of four categories:—  they 

are the Samhitas Brahmanas, Aranyakas and Upanishads.  
 
In addition there are the 18 Puranas, the Itihasas [Ramayana and Mahabharata] which actually 

serve as  commentaries on the Vedas — illustrating the teachings with stories, legends, 
historical anecdotes and parables. And giving precedents in Vedic Law. There is also a 
class of literature called the Agamas or Tantras which have equal authority for their 
followers. Their primary focus is ritual and the worship of a personal God — either Vishnu 
or Shiva.   

 
Question 10.  Are the Vedas  God's "commands" 
 
Answer.  No! God does not issue any commands. All the Hindu Scriptures known as Shastra are 

the instruction, teachings and guidelines given by enlightened sages, not by God. 
 
Question 11. What kind of teachings are contained in  the Vedas ? 
 
Answer. The entire teaching of the Veda is divided into two parts; Karma Khanda and Jñana 

Khanda.  
 
The Karma Khanda deals with various complex ritual sacrifices the aim of which is material 

prosperity  in this life and attainment of heaven after death.  
The Jñana Khanda deals with the knowledge regarding the Ultimate Reality, the true nature of 

our being, the nature of life and the way to achieve perfect happiness. 
 
Question 12. What are the main features of Hindu teaching? 
 

Answer. Hinduism concerns itself with 3 major areas of teaching:— 

1. Siddhanta — philosophy or theory of the universe, purpose and meaning of life, the 
nature of the individual etc. 

2. Shila or Dharma — ethical and moral teachings. 
3. Upachara —  ritual, ceremonies, festivals etc. 

 
These 3 are further expanded into teachings on:— 

1. Brahman — The Ultimate reality   
2. Atman —  Self 
3. Karma — action and its consequences 
4. Samsara — reincarnation 
5. Nirvana — the ultimate goal of all. 

 
Question 13. Is there any Supreme Teaching Authority in Hinduism ? 
 
Answer. No, there is no single or central teaching authority, there are several, each sect having it's 

own Authority Guru-parampara — or disciplic succession. For those who follow the 
Advaita Vedanta and the Saivites, the Supreme authority is the  Holy Pontiff The 
Jagadguru Shankaracarya of Sringeri in South India. And for the Vaishnavas it is one of  
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the Jiyars or Pontiffs who reside in one of the four Pontifical Seats  of Srirangam, Kanci, Tirupati 

or Melkote. 
 
 
Question 14. Who are the 'Saivites' and who are the 'Vaishnavas'. 
 
Answer. In the Vedic Dharma there are three principle sects;  

1. Saivites - who mainly follow the Vasishtadvaita philosophy and worship Shiva as the 
Supreme Being.  

2. Vaishnavas - who follow either the Vasishtadvaita or Dvaita philosophy and worship 
Vishnu exclusively, and  

3. Smartas who form the bulk of the population in India, they are predominantly  of the 
Advaita persuasion and worship five forms of God with equal zeal; Vishnu, Shiva, 
Ganesha, Shakti and Surya. But generally they will have one form of God which is their 
tutelary deity to which they show more devotion. 

 
 

; 
TTTHHHEEEOOOLLLOOOGGGYYY   

 
Question 15. What is meant by the 'ULTIMATE REALITY'? 
 
Answer. The Ultimate Reality in the Vedas is Known as BRAHMAN which means 'THE 

IMMENSITY'. It refers to the Godhead the source of the universe we see around us. He is 
the material cause, the efficient cause and the auxiliary cause. Using the example of the 
potter — the potter is the efficient cause of the pot, clay is it's material cause and the wheel 
and other implements are the auxiliary causes. Brahman is considered to be all 3 in relation 
to the universe.   Brahman is the substratum of the universe. Just as a "movie" consists of 
three distinct things   A screen, a  series of moving shapes and sound  — just like that the 
universe consists of a screen which is God, living beings — bacteria to humans  and non-
living things like minerals, rocks, etc. All this is Brahman. 

 
Question 16. Is God a Person ? 
 
Answer. There are many differences of opinion among the various schools of Hindu philosophy, 

some say that He is, others say that He is not.  Some say that He is a Being possessed of all 
the good qualities that you can imagine in completeness and devoid of any negative 
qualities. Some schools of Hindu philosophy are "non-theistic" which means that they 
don't accept the idea of a Personal God, or they say that a Personal God is not relevant to 
our lives. Seeing that ultimately the nature of an infinite God is unknowable by finite 
minds — all theology is speculation. 

 
Question 17.  Is God a MALE ? 
 
Answer. The "Godhead" which means the Divine Nature is conceived of as being two-in-one; 

both male and female,  Brahma-Sarasvati, Vishnu-Lakshmi or Shiva-Parvati. The Whole is 
not complete without the two poles of opposites. So God is always depicted as being 
accompanied by His 'consort', the 'Mother' and 'father' principles. All the forms of God in 
iconography, are always accompanied by the female aspect as well. The male symbolizes 
the static energy and the female the kinetic energy, the one cannot exist without the other.  
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Question 18. What is God's name ? 
 
Answer. There are millions of names for God — each one describing a particular quality or 

attribute. God responds to whatever name he is called by, whatever that may be. 
 
Question 19. Does God incarnate ? 
 
Answer. Yes, He Himself has given the promise in the Bhagavad Gita which is considered as the 

'Hindu Bible' that whenever there is a decline in righteousness and an increase of 
unrighteousness He incarnates again and again in every age to further the principles of 
Dharma and to protect the devotees. 

 
Question 20. What are all these other 'gods' and 'goddesses' that we hear about ? 
 
Answer. We believe that the One Supreme Being (Brahman) manifests Itself in three forms in 

order to create the world (Brahma + Sarasvati), to maintain the world (Vishnu-Lakshmi) 
and to transform the world (Shiva-Parvati). These three are known as the Trimurti or 
Trinity. These are three aspects of the one Godhead — just three functional differences. 
All the other "gods and goddesses" are various manifestations of these three. 

 
Question 21. Why do we worship them ? 
 
Answer. People worship the Gods in order to show their gratitude, to ask for Grace and Blessings, 

or just to serve them in some way or to achieve liberation. 
 
Question 22. Does God get angry? 
 
Answer. No! Anger is a negative human emotion which arises from obstruction of our selfish 

desires.  God is an ocean of compassion and beyond all negative emotions — He has no 
desires and therefore can never experience frustration and anger. 

 
Question 23. Do we really need to believe in God to be good Hindus? 
 
Answer. No, not at all! Hinduism is not a religion of belief but one of practice and experience. 

What is more important than what we believe is what we actually do and experience. 
Belief in a God is good for conditioning our behavior. If belief in a God makes one more 
compassionate, caring, generous and altruistic then it is good and helpful. But if belief in 
God leads to anger, hatred, conflict and war then it is not helpful to your spiritual progress. 
The Scriptures tell us that the Ultimate truth is beyond comprehension and cannot be 
grasped with imperfect powers of reasoning and so we should use an image or form 
through which to meditate and relate to the Godhead.  

 

; 
HHHUUUMMMAAANNNIIITTTYYY   

 
Question 24. Does Hinduism teach the existence of a SOUL? 
 
Answer. Not in the sense in which this term is used in the Western religions. We teach the 

existence of the SELF. 
 



 6 

 
Question 25. What is meant by the SELF ? 
 
Answer. When a person refers to himself as 'I', to whom is he referring? We say  'My body', or 'my 

mind' — we thus perceive the body and mind as objects — the one who this spiritual 
aspect of our being is called the "soul" but the soul is not the same as "ATMAN". 

 
Question 26. What are the nature and qualities of this ATMAN? 
 
Answer. The Self in it's pure state is absolutely perfect, it is characterized by eternal existence, 

absolute  consciousness and absolute bliss, [sat-cit-ananda]; but in an embodied state — 
when it become enmeshed in matter, it's consciousness becomes contracted and enveloped 
in various degrees of ignorance. It becomes subjected to an endless round of births and 
deaths. The purpose of spiritual life is to remove these layers of ignorance and to return to 
the original state.  

 
Question 27. Is the Atman created by God ? 
 
Answer. No ! The Atman or Self is a mode of the Godhead, and shares the characteristics of 

existence, consciousness, and bliss with Him; the difference being one of quantity and not 
quality, the Godhead is Immense while the Self  is a tiny scintilla. God is like the fire and 
the individual Selves are like the sparks. 

 
Question 28. In what way is the  Hindu Atman different from the Abrahamic Soul? 
 
Answer. According to the Abrahamic religions the Soul is a thing created by God and given to 

mankind only whom he creates first. People have a Soul — whereas we are the Atman — 
it is not something we have — it is who we truly are. In the Abrahamic religions only 
humans have souls. Animals have "life" but they do not have souls. According to Hindu 
teaching consciousness is the quality of the Atman. If something is conscious then it 
indicates the presence of the Atman. All living beings are Atman. 

 
 

; 
KKKAAARRRMMMAAA   &&&   RRREEEIIINNNCCCAAARRRNNNAAATTTIIIOOONNN   

 
Question 29. What is karma ? 
 
Answer. 'Karma' means 'action' it  is, simply the universal law of cause and effect. Everyone of 

our actions has a reaction, good deeds produce fruit in the form of happiness and evil deeds 
produce suffering. There are three types of Karma;  
prarabdha karma — which are deeds committed in past lives which have produced our 
present birth with all its attendant suffering and joy; sinchita karma — deeds done in the 
past which are stored and are yet to produce results;  
kriyaman karma — deeds which we are now committing which will determine our future.  
We are the masters of our own destinies and all our happiness and sorrow is caused by 
none other than ourselves . 

 
Question 30. What is the position of God in this concept of Karma ? 
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Answer.  God projects the universe from within himself and merely acts as the dispenser of the 

fruits of action, He does not cause happiness or sorrow, we are the cause. He, with perfect 
justice, administers the law of Karma and hands out exactly what each person deserves 
according to his/her accumulated sin [papa] or virtue [punya]. 

 
Question 31. What is SIN and what is VIRTUE in Hinduism? 
 
Answer. Sin (papa) is defined as any action which intentionally causes suffering and pain to 

another being directly or indirectly, while virtue (punya) is defined as any act which 
brings joy and happiness to other beings. 

 
Question 32. What is Samsara. 
 
Answer. Samsara means the cycle of birth and death. As Hindus we believe that everything is 

cyclic nothing moves in a straight line. The seasons, days and nights, happiness and sorrow 
— everything revolves around and around — we are born, live and die, we are then reborn 
again — this is process is known as the wheel of Samsara. 

 
Question 33. What is reincarnation ? 
 
Answer. Reincarnation or transmigration is one of the fundamental doctrines of our faith. It is the 

belief that the Selves migrate from one body to another, just as a person changes items of 
clothing.  The Self is immortal, divine and perfect, and the body is only a vehicle through 
which to work out our Karma. The type of birth we take is dependent upon our Karma. The 
purpose of life is to evolve into our true being as Divine. 

 
Question 34. How many rebirths  do we take ? 
 
Answer. According to tradition our first human birth occurs after evolving through  2,400,000 

births [a symbolic number], in the lower species of life. Once we have obtained a human 
birth we are due for another 100,000 births through all the types of human society until we 
reach the stage of spiritual inquiry. Thereafter the number of further incarnations is 
dependant upon our spiritual practice and the grace of God. 

 
Question 35. What is Nirvana? 
 
Answer. Nirvana means the state of cessation of being. It is also known as Moksha or "freedom" 

or "liberation". 
 
Question 36. What is meant by 'LIBERATION' ? To whom and from what ? 
 
Answer. Liberation or Moksha means the release of the conditioned Self from the  limitations of 

the physical body and matter, and the cessation of further incarnations in this mundane 
world which is characterized by transience and suffering. 

 
Question 37. Does the Hinduism teach about Heaven and hell ? 
 
Answer. Yes, heaven [svarga] is a place of  intense enjoyment, while hell [naraka] is a place of 

intense suffering. but both these states are temporary only and are NOT permanent. The 
Supreme Beatitude [nirvana or Moksha] is beyond both these states and as such both of 
them are undesirable in the same degree. 
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Question 38. Who is destined for heaven and who for hell ? 
 
Answer. According to the teachings of our faith there are long and detailed lists of the crimes for 

which hell is the punishment and virtuous activities for which heaven is the reward. But in 
effect  it is only those that are exceptionally saintly in behavior or exceptionally wicked that 
go to either of these destinations, the vast majority of people being neither angels nor 
demons take rebirth in the material plane over and over again. Heaven and Hell are there for 
"fast-tracking" excessive Karma. 

 
 

; 
PPPHHHIIILLLOOOSSSOOOPPPHHHYYY   

 
Question 39. What is Vedanta ? 
 
Answer. Vedanta means the 'end of the Vedas' the term refers to the teachings of the Upanishads 

which form  the summary of the teaching of the Vedas. The term also applies to all other 
works which are related to the Upanishads, the topics dealt with fall under four categories; 
the nature of the Godhead, the Jiva, Liberation and the Projection of the universe. 

 
Question 40. Are there different schools of Vedanta ? 
 
Answer. There are three main schools of Vedanta; Advaita [Non-dualism] Visishtadvaita 

[qualified non-dualism] and Dvaita [dualism], they were promulgated by the three great 
acharyas Sankara, Ramanuja and Madhva. 

 
Question 41. What is the difference between them ? 
 
Answer. According to the Advaita system of philosophy, Brahman alone is Real, and the world is 

considered as  an illusion which is superimposed upon the Reality Brahman through 
ignorance (avidya). The jivas are in actual fact also Brahman, the difference is only 
apparent and also caused by ignorance [avidya] And since the Atman or Jiva is identical 
with Brahman, the experience of the Atman [self-realization] is the experience of Brahman 
[God-realization]. 

 
  Visishtadvaita recognizes three Ultimate Realities; Brahman [or Isvara], the 

Universe and the Jivas which are innumerable. The universe is different to Brahman and 
the Jivas, while the Jivas share some common characteristics with Isvara - eternal 
existence, consciousness and Bliss; the world and the Jivas constitute the 'body' of Isvara 
both being totally dependent upon Him and completely under His control. Devotion is the 
primary path to Liberation but it is ultimately dependant upon the grace of God. 

 
Dvaita is similar to Visishtadvaita but the difference is carried further, stating that 

the Jivas are  different to God and also different from one another. 
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; 
SSSOOOCCCIIIEEETTTYYY   

 
Question 42. Hinduism is often criticized for the caste system, what is it's basis, and how does 
it function ? 
 
Answer. Caste or Varna is the division of society into groups according to individual qualities and 

skills. It is simply a means of ordering and controlling society and the labor force. The 
caste system was created with the beginning of human society and exists among all 
nations. Every society has the four divisions of — intellectuals [brahmans], 
administrators, law enforcement [ksatriyas], entrepreneurs, merchants, artisans, craftsmen 
[vaishyas] and common semi-skilled and unskilled workers [sudras]. They were similar to 
artisan's Guilds or 'unions'. 

 
Question 43. Why is there so much cruelty and abuse of human rights practiced in the name 
of caste? 
 
Answer. During the centuries in India this social system became corrupted into status by birth 

alone and not dependant upon qualities or skills.  But the idea  caste simply by birth is not 
supported by any of the scriptures or  teachings of the acharyas. Again and again it is 
stated in the Vedas that it is character and skill which defines a persons caste and not birth 
alone. In Shastra the only inter-caste discrimination is in respect of inter-marriage and 
inter-dining. 

 
Question 44. What is the origin of 'untouchability' ? 
 
Answer. Untouchability was due to a person following a reprehensible life-style e.g. butcher, a 

cobbler who deals with the skins of dead animals, the sweepers who  clean away feces and 
filth, distillers of alcohol etc. As well as  outcastes and criminals. It was advised to avoid 
their company, their food is strictly taboo and marriage with them is of course out of the 
question. 

 
Question 45. Can an untouchable  change his lot in life ? 
 
Answer. In India today there are laws which protect the rights of the untouchables or 'scheduled 

castes' as they are called. But there have been many instances of whole castes changing 
their social status by re-adjusting their life-style — giving up meat-eating and alcohol and 
taking to farming or some socially acceptable style of livelihood. In expatriate Hindu 
communities in the west as well as in urban communities in India untouchability has no 
more meaning. 

 
Question 46. Why is so much reverence paid to the brahmins ? 
 
Answer. The brahmins are the repositories and custodians of the Vedas and are respected a such. 

But respect can only be paid to a brahmin who is LEARNED, VIRTUOUS and ceaselessly 
practices AUSTERITIES, no Brahmin is entitled to respect and gifts by merely belonging 
to that social group. The life of a true brahmin is governed completely by the Shastra in 
every respect and the restrictions and religious obligations are extremely cumbersome, 
whereas the life of the sudra is  completely free from any obligation other than that of 
work. The higher one ascends up the caste ladder the stricter must one become in 
following the sacred law.  For a  'twice-born' person who commits certain crimes the 
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punishment is loss of caste or excommunication, but for a sudra there is no crime which 
would result in excommunication at all. 

 
Question 47. What is a 'twice-born' person ? 
 
Answer. A twice-born person [dvija] is a person who has undergone the sacrament of initiation 

[upanayana] into the sacred Gayatri mantra and has received the 'sacred Thread' 
[yagnopavitam], which he wears across the body ; hanging on the left shoulder and the 
right hip. 

 
Question 48. What are the crimes which cause loss of caste ? 
 
Answer. They are;  1. drinking alcohol, 2. stealing public property of the property of a temple. 3. 

committing incest, 4. causing or aiding an abortion. 5. Murder of a brahmin or woman — 
these are considered the five Great Sins for which there is no expiation. 

 
 

; 
LLLIIIFFFEEE'''SSS   JJJOOOUUURRRNNNEEEYYY   

 
Question 49. What are the sacraments? 
 
Answer.  There are 14 sacraments known as Samskaras in the life of an orthodox Hindu, these 

are; 1. garbhadana - impregnation, 2.  pumsavanam & 3. Simantonayanam - ceremonies 
done for the welfare of the mother to be and the baby. 4. jatakarma - birth ceremony, 5. 
namakaranam - name-giving, 6. annaprasanam -  weaning  ceremony, 7. nishkramanam - 
presenting of the child at the temple for the first time. 8. caulam - shaving of the head, 9. 
karna-vedha - piercing of the ears [done to both males and females], 10. aksararambha - 
beginning of study, 11. Upanayanam - initiation into the gayatri mantra and the begining 
of the first stage in life.  12. samavartanam - completion of study, 13. vivaha - marriage  
[beginning of second stage in life]. 14. antyeshti karma - funeral rites. 

 
Question 50. What are the 'stages-of-life'? 
 
Answer. These are four stages in life  known as Ashramas, these are;  

1. brahmacarya - stage of the student, properly applied to the study of the Vedas which 
lasts for a period of about 12 years.  

2.  Grahastha - state of the married householder.  
3. Vanaprastha -  retirement to the forest.  
4. Sannyasa - stage of the monk.   

 
Brahmins are expected to go through all four stages, Ksatriyas through the first three, 
Vaishyas through the first two and Sudras have only one stage - marriage. 
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; 
WWWOOORRRSSSHHHIIIPPP   

 
Question 51. Why do Hindus worship idols ? 
 
Answer. These so-called "idols" are better called Icons, they are material representations of super-

sensory realities. They are the representations and manifestations of God in material form. 
One cannot meditate or worship a formless God and so Icons are used to focus the mind 
and form a medium for worshipping the formless Reality. 

 
Question 52. Are these icons the arbitrary creation of some artist ? 
 
Answer. No, they are the actual manifestation of the Divine Nature as perceived in states of deep 

meditation and were first described by the ancient sages and taught through the Shastra. 
 
Question 53. Can a person use any image for worship ? 
 
Answer. No, only those forms which are sanctioned by the Shastra, and consecrated according to 

the proper rites. 
 
Question 54. How are images consecrated ? 
 
Answer. Through very elaborate ceremonies described in the manuals of ritual worship known as 

the Agamas. In these rituals the God or Goddess is invoked to manifest by a small fraction 
of His or Her omnipotence and to dwell within the icon out of compassion for the devotees 
, in order to receive their worship and to bestow  grace upon them. If we consider that 
everything is Brahman and Brahman is all-pervading and omnipresent then anything which 
is suitably elevating can be used as a focus who meditation or worship of the Divine. 

 
Question 55. What is the purpose of temples ? 
 
Answer. The temples are the houses of the sacred icons, and as such are the abodes of God upon 

the earth. They act as centers of spiritual energy. The priests perform the daily worship as 
for a King - God being the King of Kings. The worshippers visit to temple in order to 
receive the blessings and grace of the Lord. 

 
Question 56. How is worship performed ? 
 
Answer. Worship is called Puja or Archana and takes the form of services [Upachara] offered to 

the God or Goddess e.g. Inviting, offering seat, water to wash the feet,  elaborate bathing 
with various substances, dressing in costly garments, offering jewelry, garlands, perfumes, 
incense, light, food & drink. During festivals the worship is far more elaborate than on 
week days, often including a procession, and entertaining the Lord with  dancing and 
music. 

 
Question 57. Why is every religious ceremony accompanied by the worship of fire. 
 
Answer.  The fire-sacrifice is known as yajña and consists of offerings of clarified butter [ghee] 

and  various other ingredients into the fire which is consecrated by certain rituals. 
 It is believed that the fire acts as a doorway between the spiritual world and the material 

world, and prayers offered through the medium of the fire are immediately accepted. 
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 It is said in the scriptures that Agni [deity of fire] is the lowest of the devas and Vishnu is 
the  Most High, all the other divine manifestations are somewhere between these two.   

 Vishnu is known as yajña-purusha, the 'Person-who-is embodied-in-the-fire-sacrifice' all 
offerings made to whatever deity is accepted by the Supreme Being himself.  

 
Question 58. What are 'mantras'. 
 
Answer. Mantras are sacred formulae in the Sanskrit language which are recited as part of the 

liturgy. They are combinations of sound which sets up certain beneficial  vibrations in the 
ether. Some of them have specific linguistic meaning, while others do not. They are not to 
be confused with 'prayers' - prayers [stotram] are either praises or petitions addressed to a 
particular form of God and can be recited in any language. Mantras can only be recited in 
the original Sanskrit and careful attention must be paid to pronunciation and meter.  

 
 

; 
EEETTTHHHIIICCCSSS   

 
Question 59. What is the purpose of life according to Sanatana Dharma ? 
 
Answer. There are what is known as 'Purusharthas' or aims of human existence, these are   

1. Dharma — religious, social and ethical duties.  
2. Artha — material & economic  prosperity.  
3. Kama — sensual enjoyment, pleasure and  
4. Moksha — liberation.  

 
One  should strive to maintain a fine balance between all four aims. The basis of a good 
life is Dharma, economic prosperity and sensual enjoyment should be in accordance with 
Dharma only, and the ultimate purpose of the human birth is Moksha or Liberation. 
 

Question 60. What exactly is DHARMA ? 
 
Answer. Dharma comes from the root dhr which means to maintain or to sustain or to uphold. It 

has no exact translation in English, but a broad definition would be 'any action that leads to 
Self-Realization is Dharma and whatever leads away from that goal is the reverse 
Adharma. Dharma is the basis of the Vedic religion and consist of 3 primary factors:— 
1. Non-injury in word, deed or thought to any being [ahimsa], 
2. Compassion to all beings [karuna] 
3. Generosity — the giving of oneself and one's resources to helping others [dana]. 
 
Dharma it is the concept of duty. In modern western society the most important social  
concept is that of 'rights', the idea of duties taking second place. In the Vedic outlook it is 
'duty' which is foremost, the idea of claiming one's 'rights' being quite abhorrent. 

 
Question 61. What are our Duties ? 
 
Answer. Everyone is born with five debts which we are obliged to pay back during  our entire  
lifetime, these are; 
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1. Debt to the parents and ancestors — to whom we owes our very existence. 
2. Debt to the Devas — who provide through nature the means of our subsistence. 
 
3. Debt to the Rishis — who provided the moral basis of society through the Vedas, and 
showed the way to Liberation. 
4. Debt to other members of society of which we are an integral part. 
5. Debt to the environment  —  and all the animals — all of which are part of our elaborate 
eco-system which keeps us alive. 

 
 
Question 62. How does one discharge these debts ? 
 
Answer. Through the daily offerings known as Pancha-maha-yajña   or the Five-great-sacrifices, 

these are; 
 

1. Obeying, honoring and caring for our parents while they are alive. Cremating them and 
performing their funeral ceremonies when they die. The daily offering of water to the 
ancestors and the periodic offerings of rice balls and sesame seeds [sraddha]. Done with 
the help of the domestic priest. 
2. The daily offering of ghee into the sacred fire with mantras addressed to the various 
Devas. Or a simple puja done at the home altar. 
3. The daily study of some portion of the scriptures or the writings and teachings of the  
saints. Studying our religion and teaching it to others. 
4. Daily feeding  and honoring of strangers. Being good citizens, helping others whenever 
possible.  
5. Daily offering some morsels of food to the birds, and other animals and generally caring 
for the environment. 

 
These duties are incumbent upon every orthodox Hindu householder, who performs them all his 
life. 
 

; 
SSSPPPIIIRRRIIITTTUUUAAALLL   PPPRRRAAACCCTTTIIICCCEEE   

 
Question 63. What is it about Hinduism that differentiates it from the Abrahamic religions 
(Judaism, Christianity and Islam).   
 
Answer.  The Abrahamic religions are all centered on belief in God  (theocentric) whereas 

Hinduism is centered on the human experience (anthropocentric). In accordance with this 
world-view Hinduism has, over thousands of years developed an extremely sophisticated 
means of spiritual development  known as sadhana 

 
Question 64. What do you mean "centered on the human experience". 
 
Answer. The Hindu spiritual quest begins with a "reality check" — before you can begin a 

program of self-development and transformation you need to  convince yourself of the 
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need for this program. When we begin to examine what is common to all beings we note 
that all beings seek happiness and try to avoid suffering. The central problem facing all 
beings is the problem of suffering — known in Sanskrit as Dukha. 

 
 
In lower life forms the quest for happiness simply involves gratifying the physical needs 
for consumption of food and procreation. As beings become more refined and subtle their 
needs expand and also become more subtle. So of all life forms the human beings is the 
most complex in terms of our needs and wants and especially in terms of the goals of self-
fulfillment, esteem, self-actualization etc. etc. 

 
Question 65.  So how can we achieve perfect happiness then? 
 
Answer. We cannot "achieve" happiness! Happiness is not just another project or goal. Perfect 

bliss is our true nature, our original state of being which has become covered over and 
encrusted with the barnacles of mental dirt known as kleshas. Our spiritual practice 
therefore is a process of removing these mental encrustacians and revealing of our true 
unchangeable, original nature of perfection.  

 
Question 66. What are these "kleshas"? 
 
Answer. There are 6 altogether — selfish desire (kama), anger (krodha), greed (lobha), delusion 

(moha), pride (mada), envy (matsarya). 
 
Question 67.  So how do we go about getting rid of these afflictive emotions. 
 
Answer. There are as many programs  for spiritual development as there are programs for physical 

development but the most common one is that taught by the sage Patanjali in his text — 
the Yoga Sutras. 

 
Question 68. What does this program consist of? 
 
Answer. This program consists of 8 stages hence it is called ashtanga yoga. Ashtanga means 8 

limbs and Yoga means the way of reunification of the individual consciousness with the 
cosmic consciousness. The 8 stages are divided into 3 sections (1) ethical & moral 
development, (2) physical development and (3) mental development. 

 
Question 69. Please tell us about the ethical & moral development. 
 
Answer. This phase is also sub-divided into 2 sections, personal restraints (yamas) and 

observances (niyamas). 
 
The restraints (yamas) are:— 

• ahimsa —  abstention from injury to sentient beings in word, deed or thought  
•  satyam —   speaking the truth which is beneficial and truthfulness as harmony in 

thought, word and deed directed at the welfare of all sentient beings. 
•  asteya —  refraining from taking that which is not given.  
•  brahma-carya —  sexual restraint, constant mindfulness of the goal. 
•  aparigraha  —  non-acceptance of unnecessary gifts from other people and non-

covetousness.  
The observances (niyamas) refer to the  cultivation of the following good habits:— 
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• shauca —  purity both of the external body  called bahya and purification of mind 
named abhyantara, The former state is achieved by general hygiene and taking 
wholesome food while the latter state requires the cultivation of good intentions. 

•  santosha —  the cultivation of contentedness with whatever comes of itself without 
undue exertion.  

•  tapas —   austerity or forbearance which consists in enduring all the pairs of opposites 
with equanimity —  cold and heat, praise and blame etc.  

•  svadhyaya —    study of spiritual texts and self—reflection and assessment.  
• Ishvara—pranidhana —  Deity practice which is the meditation upon Deities and the 

practice of taking refuge.  
 
Question 70. What is the physical development and why is it necessary? 
 
Answer. The physical development of Yoga is known as asana which means "posture". It is based 

upon the intimate connection between the body and the mind. Andy work upon the body 
influences the mind and all mental states affect our bodies as well. Asana work is followed 
by breath-control known as pranayama. These are exercises which help us to maintain 
control over the breath which again acts to calm the mind. 

 
Question 71. The does the mental development component of Yoga consist of? 
 
Answer. The mental stage of Yoga refers to the process of meditation which is the foremost 

spiritual practice of Hinduism. What is known as "meditation" in the west is divided in 4 
phases:— 
1. Practicing withdrawing the attention from external stimuli. and focussing on the 
breathing process itself. (pratyahara) 
2. Concentration on an object or ideal. (dharana) 
3. Absorption in the object of contemplation. (dhyana) 

5. Attainment  of a state of super-consciousness known as enstasy — a state of pure inner 
joy, clarity and insight. (samadhi) 

 
These are advanced practices and require the guidance and assistance of a guru. 
 
Question 72. What exactly is meant by the term "Guru". 
 
Answer. The Guru is one who removes the darkness of ignorance — a spiritual mentor, guide and 

friend. According to all the wisdom teaching of the east, a Guru is essential to everyone 
who wishes to progress on the spiritual path. Traditionally every family in the Hindu 
community has a guru — it may be the family priest or a monk who the family have 
adopted as their Guru. 

 
Question. We hear so many stories about corrupt and wayward gurus — how does one avoid 
this? 
 
Answer. The Scriptures give us very clear guidelines on us choosing a guru and the guru accepting 

us. In order for a guru to be worthy of approaching as a spiritual preceptor he or she needs 
to be (a) knowledgeable (b) compassionate (c) skillful in imparting the teaching (d) 
practicing what he or she teaches — i.e. they must be living examples of what they teach. 
(e) they must have a positive effect on their disciples. 

 


