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Series: CoExisit!
Sermon: What Christians Can Learn From Hinduism

Jude 1:1-3, 21-22, 24-25
Jude, a servant of Jesus Christ and a brother of James,
To those who have been called, who are loved by God the Father and kept by Jesus Christ: Mercy, peace and
love be yours in abundance.

Dear friends, although I was very eager to write to you about the salvation we share, I felt I had to write and urge
you to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints.

Keep yourselves in God’s love as you wait for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ to bring you to eternal life. 
Be merciful to those who doubt . . .

To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before his glorious presence without fault and
with great joy - to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty, power and authority, through Jesus Christ our
Lord, before all ages, now and forevermore!  Amen.

~From Brhadaranyaka Upanishad
O Brahma, lead us from the unreal to the real.
O Brahma, lead us from darkness to light.
O Brahma, lead us from death to immortality.
Shanti, Shanti, Shanti, Om.

~Ancient Sanskrit
Look to this day, for it is life, the very breath of life.
In its brief course lie all the realities of your existence;
the bliss of growth, the glory of action, the splendor of beauty.
For yesterday is only a dream, and tomorrow is but a vision.
But today, well lived, makes every yesterday a dream of happiness,
and every tomorrow a vision of hope. Look well, therefore, to this day.

~From Rig Veda
The human body is the temple of God.
One who kindles the light of awareness within gets true light.
The sacred flame of your inner shrine is constantly bright.
The experience of unity is the fulfillment of human endeavors.
The mysteries of life are revealed.

Sermon:
One of the games I loved to play was Microsoft’s flight simulator.  I would actually practice on the computer as
I was getting my real pilot’s license 10 years ago.  I thought the graphics were amazing, the city skylines and
landscapes were neat to see, and the controls on the plane fairly realistic.  But it wasn’t real.  It’s on a screen.  I
remember a solo landing I took in real life in a crazy crosswind, where I actually thought I might tip the plane
over.  I didn’t, but it freaked me out.   In the flight simulator, though, if I crashed into a hillside, or into a bridge
or plopped myself into the ocean, the game would reset itself, and I’d be fine.  Second chance.  Third chance. 



Infinity chances.  In the real world, however, once you’re dead, you’re kinda dead.  Not a lot of people get to
come back from that.  Like, none at all.  Wouldn’t it be great if we had infinity chances to get it right?  You go
from life to life to life, trying to figure it all out?

This morning, we are continuing our sermon series on Coexisting.  During this season of Lent, when the devout
Christian is introspective and focusing on their personal faith, we are taking a journey across the religious
landscape of our planet and exploring other traditions, highlighting our similarities as well as our differences. 
One way to know what you believe is to understand what you don’t believe.  Or at least, to examine differing
ideas to see where you stand.

Last week, we explored Islam.  And this week, we look at the next largest major religion, Hinduism.  What
should we know about Hinduism?   Hinduism claims 1/6 of the world’s population, with over 750 million
followers worldwide. There are approximately 200 Hindu temples or Hindu centers in the U.S., Portland, not
surprisingly, has a couple.  The philosophy of the New Age Movement is directly tied to the philosophy of
Hinduism along with scores of modern religious cults and sects, which Hinduism has influenced in varying
degrees. Someone has said that Hinduism is the wellspring of a good deal of New Age thinking.  Millions of
Americans have taken up Hindu practices, such as yoga, meditation, developing altered states of consciousness,
asceticism, and seeking "enlightenment."  Hinduism has its roots in the interrelationship of two basic religious
systems: that of the ancient civilization residing in the Indus River Valley from the third millennium B.C., and
the religious beliefs brought to India by the Aryan people who began infiltrating the Indus Valley sometime after
2000 B.C.   Hinduism originated from a body of conflicting and contradictory literature called the Vedas,
written over 3,000 years ago.  Hindus claim that this body of literature was supernaturally revealed by the Hindu
gods. Thus, these basic religious texts "make a special claim to be divine in their origin".  Weird fact, the word
Hindu isn’t named in their religous text.  A major river in India is the Indus River, and foreign armies who came
into India mispronounced the name of the river as Indu, creating the name for the region and the people.  And it
sort of stuck.  Probably the most famous Hindu that we know from history is Mahatma Ghandi, the Indian
Independence leader who helped free India from British Rule.  Other Hindus that you may know was the
Greatful Dead’s Jerry Garcia, who had his ashes spread in the Ganges River after his death, the author J D
Salinger who wrote Catcher in the Rye, John Coltrain, musician of the last century, George Harrison of the
Beatles, and Julia Roberts, who converted after her work on Eat, Pray, and Love.

So what do Hindus believe?  I’ll give you nine quick tenants of their belief system.

1) Reverence for the Revealed Scriptures.  Hindus believe in the divinity of the Vedas, the world's most ancient
scripture.  These primordial hymns are God's word and the bedrock of Sanatana Dharma, the eternal religion
which has neither beginning nor end.  In Hinduism, dharma signifies behaviors that are considered to be in
accord with the order that makes life and universe possible, and includes duties, rights, laws, conduct, virtues
and “right way of living.”
 
2) All-Pervasive Divinity.  Like us, Hindus believe in a one, all-pervasive Supreme Being who is both immanent
and transcendent.  Intermixed however, in this all pervasive Supreme Being are other gods, or manifestations of
the Supreme Being.  Matter of fact, if you count them, you can get up to over 300 million gods.  Of course, I
want to know who counted them.  That’s a lot of gods.  But in their mind, gods are all over the place.  

3) Three Worlds and Cycles of Creation.  Hindus believe there are three worlds of existence--physical, astral
and causal--and that the universe undergoes endless cycles of creation, preservation and dissolution.  We happen
to live in the physical world.  The three main deities that are a part of the endless cycle is Brahma, Vishnu, and
Shiva.  Brahma is the creator, Vishu is the preserver, and Shiva is the destroyer.  Everything goes through these
three cycles in an endless pattern.  We have God as Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end, but they have
gods to cover this spectrum.



4) The Laws of Karma.  Hindus believe in karma--the law of cause and effect by which each individual creates
his own destiny by his thoughts, words and deeds--and in dharma, righteous living.  Karma is blessings that
come to you for being good, and karma is curses that come to you for being bad.  Whether in this life or in a
previous life.  What do you mean previous life?

5) Reincarnation.  Hindus believe that the soul reincarnates, evolving through many births until all karmas have
been resolved, and moksha--spiritual knowledge and liberation from the cycle of rebirth--is attained. Not a
single soul will be eternally deprived of this destiny.  We go from life to life to life, trying to get it right before
we can get to the next level.  

6) Caste System.  You find India today having a very structured class system.  And you really can’t break out of
your caste.  At the top you have the religious folk.  The next level are the administrators and military, teachers
and politicians.  Next level down you have the tradesmen and farmers.  Merchants and artists.  Then you go on
down to the unskilled workers and laborers.  These are the four casts.  And you’re stuck there until the next
reincarnation.  If you did good in your caste, you may, or may not, move up a wrung on the ladder.  There is a
fifth level, although they don’t include them into their system, but they are the untouchables, those who don’t
even deserve a spot in the caste system.

7)    Even within this class system, Hindus believe that all life is sacred, to be loved and revered, and therefore
practice ahimsa, "noninjury."  Remember how India participated in the World Wars?  Me neither.  They don’t
take lives.  If you take a life, even the life of a cow or fish, you become one of the untouchables.

8)  Hindus believe that no particular religion teaches the only way to salvation above all others, but that all
genuine religious paths are facets of God's Pure Love and Light, deserving tolerance and understanding.  But
their idea of salvation is to end the cycle of birth, life and death, rebirth, life and death; rebirth, life and death. 
Their goal is to escape life, whereas we Christians believe that we go on to eternal life - life forever, which good
hindus shutter at that thought - they’re trying to get out of this life.

So is there anything we can learn from our brothers and sisters in this different tradition?  I think there are.

First, It’s not unusual in India for someone to refer to an historical event, something that happened thousands of
years ago, like it was just yesterday. They tell the stories of the gods and the stories of great heroes, fictional and
historical, side-by-side. What’s more, you can find religion seemingly everywhere. Because there is still a large
population of illiterate people in India, they find creative ways to spread the word. They tell their stories through
music and dance. They make movies out of their scriptures and turn them into comic books. Hinduism goes
where its audience is. To my Western mind it feels a little inauthentic or sacrilegious at first, to have a Vishnu
comic book, but it is an indication that Hindus have incorporated their spirituality into everyday life. It’s not just
something they do at temple and then forget about.  We have great stories of the faith, heros and villains, fables
and teaching narritives.  But we rarely share them with our kids, or assume it’s the church’s job.

Second, not only is the narrative and the story of Hinduism easily accessible, so too is the worship. Most Hindus
have a shrine right in their home with images or statues of their favorite gods. They decorate the shrines with
beads and flowers, and everyone who lives in the house is able to say daily prayers or mantras right there if they
so choose. Most neighborhoods have their own temple or shrine. It might be a large building with several
statues, devoted to several gods. Or, it might be a simple worship space tucked away between apartment
buildings or in the middle of a marketplace. It’s easy to find God in the normal errands and travels of your day,
if you are willing to stop for just a moment and recognize it.  Do we have a place in our homes dedicated to
God, or anything in our homes that remind us of our relationship to God?

Finally, there is the notion of pilgrimage.  We had this in Islam last week as well.  A former youth of mine from



a different church is in India today, working for women’s rights.  She lives by a holy city.  Matter of fact, she
said, most cities are holy - or at least have a holy story to go with them.  One question we can ask ourselves
today is where is our holy sites?  Places where God has told a story?  For some, the Alamo is a holy site.  For
others, maybe Birmingham, Alabama. Or Greenwich Village in New York City. Or Kyoto, where the UN
created a climate change policy.  One year, we took our youth mission trip to Colorado, and we visited
Columbine.  The next year, we took them to Dallas, but stopped in Oklahoma City to see the memorial to the
federal building.  A kid asked, do you plan these trips to show us depressing things?  Not really, but it’s
important to see those places where history unfolded, where God was present - even after disasters.  Or a
hundred other places throughout the world. We could take pilgrimages to places where history shifted in the
favor of social or environmental justice. We could simply return to places that hold special meaning in our own
personal lives. 

So, my message to you today, you good Methodists of Clackamas County, is that to encourage you to spend
some time thinking about how you could practice the faith in your daily lives. Could you do more to truly
welcome and accept the people around you? Could you make a pilgrimage to someplace important to you, or
even make a space for worship in your home? Can you make your work for justice, equity, and compassion feel
truly spiritual, whatever that means for you?  Jude warns us to stand firm in the faith, that God is God and no
one else is.  And that is true.  We believe that we get only one shot in this life.  Make it count.  But maybe on
your journey, be not afraid to incorporate a little wisdom from the East.  They call it Karma, we call it blessings.
No matter what it’s called, may we find God in our everyday walk.  And the family of God said, Amen!


