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If I were to ask anyone on the street, ‘what do you know about Hinduism?’, they may say 

something like: Hindus worship a lot of Gods and Goddesses, Hindus don’t eat meat, or Hindus 

worship idols. Their idea of a Hindu may be someone wearing a dot on their forehead, doing 

yoga and saying ‘Namaste’ or ‘Om’. Most people have some impression. Sometimes what they 

will say is right but often there is some confusion about my religion. Today I will discuss some of 

the common misunderstandings about my religion based on questions and comments I have 

heard over the years. 

In Hinduism, the word or sound that expresses God is OM and is considered to represent the 

primal sound of the Universe.  OM carries God in vibrational form which manifests in all of 

creation. OM is sometimes written as A U M.  Each of the three sounds has a meaning. The first 

sound, A, formed in the vocal chords by opening the mouth invokes Brahma, the creative 

power. The second sound U, held in the open mouth invokes Vishnu, the preserver. Finally the 

M sound with the closing of the lips represents the ending of the cycle or Shiva. Together they 

form the ancient word for God that has been handed down through ages. It is referred to as the 

"music of the spheres", the sound going on eternally in the atmosphere and the sound heard by 

yogis raising their consciousness to a higher level. 

Let’s start with the most fundamental confusion. Hindus worship a lot of Gods and Goddesses. 

True, about 330 million Gods and Goddesses are worshiped by Hindus. However we have to 

understand there is a mythology and a philosophy aspect to Hinduism. 

In every continent on the planet, there have been mythologies. The Middle East is home to the 

Persian, Babylonian, and Sumerian mythologies. North Africa has Berber and Egyptian 

mythology. Throughout Europe we have the Baltic and Slavic mythology in the east, Norse and 

Anglo-Saxon in the north, Greek and Roman in the south and Celtic and Spanish mythology in 

western Europe. Throughout Asia, and the Americas it is the same thing. 

Early man in every continent had the same questions about life and the universe. How did it 

begin? How it will end? Who is running it? Why are we here? What is our purpose? The 

answers to these questions through the stories they tell, show us what these ancient people 

valued. 

Early Hindus also struggled with the same big questions. The Gods and Goddesses were created 

to teach people about ethics, morality, good values and the purpose of life. Thousands of years 

ago people were not so refined so to hold their interest there were exciting tales of wars, 

betrayals, great loves, undying friendships, almost perfect heroes and heroines in the form of 



Gods and Goddesses. All these tales or mythologies try to teach and enlighten people. People 

learned visually so gods and goddesses had distinct features to show what they represented. 

The Goddess of strength is shown with ten arms holding various weapons. She does battle with 

a shape-shifting half-demon. What do people take away from this epic battle? Children take this 

story simply as the triumph of goodness and righteousness over darkness and evil. They pray to 

Mother Durga for strength as they do battle in their daily life. As we grow up, we reflect on this 

story. Both the Goddess of Strength (Durga) and the shape shifting demon (Mahishasur) are 

actually within us, doing battle. In the story the demon, prayed very diligently for a gift from the 

Gods that he would never be killed by a God, man or demon. He was arrogant and didn’t think a 

Goddess or woman would ever be a threat so he had to die at the hands of a Goddess. Like 

Mahishasur, it is our arrogance and ego that we need to tame. He was a shape-shifting demon, 

who could change his form to trick and confuse his opponents. While that may be temporarily 

effective, being fickle of mind, without steadiness, constantly changing to mislead is not 

something that brings us peace either. Durga, is all powerful but during the battle she gets 

tired. Goodness tires. Evil does not. When I see the image of Durga standing over the defeated 

Mahishasur, I pray that I too will have the strength to defeat the weaknesses in myself. I pray 

that She will give me the strength to do it. 

The goddess of education, music and the arts is Saraswati. She is shown as a beautiful goddess 

dressed in white symbolizing light, purity and truth. She holds the Vedas, a religious book and 

she is shown holding or playing a string instrument called the bina. That is how early Hindus 

imagined knowledge – peaceful and pure.  Knowledge is never bad and in fact a source of 

strength.   

All the Gods and Goddesses are merely aspects of the one true God. This is the greatest 

misconception about Hinduism. Hindus are monotheistic. Hindus believe in one God. He is 

called Brahman. He has no form and is not carved on any temple. This concept of God – so vast, 

so overwhelming was too difficult for common ancient Hindus to even imagine. So they 

worshiped aspects of God or some divine quality. It helped to bring people closer to God, make 

God knowable to our limited vision and understanding. 

Hindus worship idols 

On the topic of idol worship, I’d like to share a story. Swami Vivekananda was a charismatic, 

young Hindu monk who lived about 130 years ago. Once while he was traveling around India 

he visited the King of Alwar, which is now in the state of Rajasthan in India. The king told 

Swamiji, “I don’t believe in idol worship. How can anyone worship stone, wood or metal?” 

Swamiji saw a painting of the king on the wall and asked the king’s attendant to take it down. 

Then Swamiji told the young man to spit on the painting. The man was shocked. Swami told him 



again to spit on the painting. The attendant refused again and finally, he asked, “How can I spit 

on this? This is a painting of our beloved king!” 

Swamiji asked why should that matter. The real king was clearly sitting in front of them and he 

was just asking him to spit on paper and paint – not the king. However the attendant couldn’t 

do it and the king understood what Swamiji was trying to explain. 

The concept of God is so overwhelming, people created an image to pray to, to offer flowers to, 

to talk to and tell all their worries to and share their joy with as well. Idols to Hindus are just a 

way to make our Creator more accessible. 

Hindus are vegetarians and it is against their religion to eat beef 

Ancient Indians ate beef but after the fourth century B.C., when Buddhism and particularly 

Jainism spread throughout India, highlighting the concept of Ahimsa, not killing living creatures, 

so too did the idea of vegetarianism. However not eating beef was not in religious texts, in fact 

in the Satapatha Brahmana, the Hindu sage condones it. 

The transition came after the Mahabharata which described a great famine. The cow gives milk, 

butter and cheese and can feed many more people than just for its meat so it became 

customary to not eat beef during food shortages.   The Arthasastra written around the 3rd–

2nd century BC was a book on government covering law, ethics, economics, and diplomacy, 

based on Hindu philosophy.  It recommends that anyone killing a calf, bull or cow be fined 

50 panas, not because this was considered against Hinduism but because it was economically a 

poor choice.    

Around this time, it became a status symbol to not eat beef. The higher the caste, the greater 

the food restrictions. Those in lower castes also realized that not eating beef would uplift them 

on the social scale if not in caste so also gave it up. In the 600s a Chinese Buddhist pilgrim came 

to India and made detailed notes about the diet of the people.  He noted the issue was not if 

someone ate meat but what kind.  He noted that those who ate beef or animals considered 

impure (dogs, monkeys, pigs, donkeys) were treated as outcasts.  So between 200 BC and 600 

AD social customs had changed. 

Not eating beef is more to do with preserving the life of the cow so it can give milk and milk 

products which will feed more people. Social customs and influences of other religions also had 

an effect on diet.  The most important point to note is that Hindus are not required to be 

vegetarians and in fact less than one third of Hindus are vegetarians. Most Hindus eat meat and 

fish.  Many still will not eat beef because of social norms. 

Hindus are pacifists and do not believe in war/killing 



Pacifism started in Hindu teachings. It is called ‘Ahimsa’ or nonviolence. This concept spread 

during Gandhi’s nonviolent movement for Indian Independence and was followed by Dr. Martin 

Luther King during the civil rights struggle in America and by Nelson Mandela in South Africa 

fighting against Apartheid.  

It is easy to assume then that Hindus never advocate for war. However both Hindu epics: The 

Ramayana and The Mahabharata are about wars. The Bhagavad Gita, a critically important 

Hindu text, part of the Mahabharat is a conversation between a soldier and God. The soldier 

facing his opponents on the battlefield has a crisis of conscience and doubts if he can face the 

battle seeing some of his friends, family and teachers on the other side. God tells him that he is 

a soldier and as such his duty is to do battle. The battle he is fighting is righteous and necessary 

so he has to do his job. Similarly in the Ramayan, Ram has to fight to save his wife. 

So in Hinduism, while we should follow the path of nonviolence and peace, war is justified 

when fighting injustice and values greater than self-interest.  

 

Hindus are Fatalistic. Hindus surrender to destiny. A Hindu is a prisoner of his fate. 

Fatalism is the belief that all events are predetermined and therefore inevitable. Underlying this 

idea is a sense of powerlessness and that any resistance is futile. Fatalism assumes we have no 

freewill. 

For Hindus it is possible to believe in fate but not be fatalistic. I know that is a little confusing. 

Whether we are born in Sydney or Mumbai or Tokyo is beyond our control.  Whether we are 

born into a caring family or not, a wealthy or poor family, is all a matter outside our 

control.  However there is a large part of our lives we can control and that depends on our 

karma. 

The word karma is used by people here to mean getting what you deserve; what goes around 

comes around but that is a simplistic view.  The word karma translates to work or action and 

that action included everything we do through our mind, our speech and our body. 

The concept of karma means the law of cause and effect of our work. Every action sets in 

motion a corresponding reaction and as Hindus we have to face the consequences of past 

actions. Think of karma like a suitcase you carry through life. There are some things that have 

been prepacked you don’t know about. Those are the cumulative actions in past lives, but there 

are things you are putting into the suitcase since you were born too. Each person creates his or 

her destiny with their deeds.  So as opposed to be fatalistic, Hindus believe our actions or 

karma drive our fate. 



In one of our oldest religious texts Katha Upanishad, the message is clear: 

Uthishtatha Jagratha Prapya Varan Nibodhatha 

“Arise, wake up, and don’t stop until the goal is reached!” 

It is a proactive message, a call to action. 

There is an important condition though, as lawyers say, fine print. When we do our work we 

must try to do it without attachment to the fruits of our work.  A passage in the The Bhagavad-

Gita says 

 

Karmanye vadhikaraste Ma Phaleshu Kadachana, 

Ma Karmaphalaheturbhurma Te Sangostvakarmani 

 

Meaning: 

You have the right to work but never to its fruits. Let not the fruits of action be your motive, nor 

let your attachment be to inaction. 

The key is to work without expectations about the fruits of your work. Do your duty without 

attachment to the work. If you are a student then be a good student: do your homework, pay 

attention in class. Your duty is to learn and not be focused on your grade. 

So contrary to the notion that Hindus are fatalistic, in fact, we are very focused on working to 

make our future better. 

In conclusion 

Hinduism is a very old religion. Since it is written in Sanskrit one of the oldest documented Indo-

European languages, most scholars believe Hinduism formally started somewhere 

between 2300 B.C. and 1500 B.C. People estimate the Rig Veda is 3500 years old. Hinduism 

wasn’t founded by one person. Hinduism doesn’t have one holy book. It is very different in this 

respect to all other formal religions. Since there is no one body that determines the right or 

wrong way to be a Hindu, people have interpreted holy books in various ways and adapted 

them to their own province, traditions and language. Some religious festivals are celebrated 

with great fanfare in one part of India and not so much in others. This further adds to confusion 

when looking at Hinduism from outside the borders. 

If you take away all the customs and traditions and rituals, what you eat or drink, how you 

dress, even if you believe in God is not as important as the simple goals 



1) perform your duties: as a parent, as a teacher, as a friend, in your professional to the best of 

your abilities and 

2) Do your work without expectations of the results 

Remember, I said the goals are simple I didn’t say they were easy. 

I hope today I have helped to clear misunderstandings about Hinduism and hopefully not have 

created more! If you have any questions about anything I talked about, I’ll be happy to discuss 

with you. 

 


