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Introduction to Hinduism

Gyan Gopal

3 sessions:

1) Origins & History       8 Millennia

2) Tenets & Practices                              10th June

3) Fasts & Festivals 24th June

Hinduism hugely complex, diverse religion 
with countless different sects 

Adiga’s 34000 deities ! Way short !! 330,000

Any Introduction can only be a broad  brush. 

A general picture –no specific theological 
constructs !!
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`
Fasts & Festivals

Hinduism: Mono-theistic

Oneness of all beings (our Soul       
Atman) with the Supreme Lord 
(ParamAtman)

ParamAtman - many Manifestations

Deities: Male & FemaleTrinity

manifest in different forms

Avatars (Incarnations of Lord Vishnu )
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`
Fasts & Festivals

Festivals 

a) centred around births & propitious 
activities of the Deities!

Good over Evil

b) Seasonal – reflecting the nature of

Ancient Indian Civilisation – Agrarian

Centred around the Great River   
Valleys –Saraswatiand Ganges
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`
Fasts & Festivals

Multitude of Regional Festivals 

19  Main 

MarchBirthday of 
Chaitanya

Gaura Purnima

February/
March

Shiva FestivalMaha
Shivaratri

January/
February

Goddess of 
Knowledge 

Worship

SaraswatiPooja

January/
February

Spring FestivalVasant Panchami

JanuaryWinter Solstice 
Festival

Makar Sakranti/ 
Lohri
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`
Fasts & Festivals

MarchSpring ColourHoli

April/MayBirth of NaraSinha
Half-Man/Half-Lion 

Avatar

NaraSinha Jayanti

AprilBirth of HanumanHanuman Jayanti

March/AprilBirth of 
Lord Rama

RamNavmi

March/AprilSpring/
New-Year

Chaitra Navratri

19 Major Festivals (Cont.)
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Fasts & Festivals

JuneWorship of Ganga
Mataa

Ganga Pooja

June/JulyLord Krishna’s
Walkabout

Ratha Yatra

August/
September

Birth of Lord 
Ganesha

Ganesh Chaturthi

August/
September

Birth of Lord 
Krishna

JanamAshtmi

AugustBrother-Sister 
Bonding

Raksha Bandhan

19 Major Festivals (Cont.)
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Fasts & Festivals

OctoberLadies Fast for 
Husbands

Karvah Chauth

OctoberVictory of Lord 
Ramaover 

Demon Ravana

Dushehra

September/
October

Nine Nights Festival 
for

Female Trinity

Navratri

October/
November

Return of Lord 
Rama to Ayodhya

Deepavali

19 Major Festivals (Cont.)

Details about the Highlighted
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Fasts & Festivals

Makar Sakranti or

Lohrdi (Punjab) or 

Pongol(South)

Devoted toSurya Devata(Sun God) 
Celebrating the end of the Winter Solstice

Name:Makar means Capricorn       
Sakranti:  means Transition
movement of the Sun from Sagittarius 
to Capricorn – i.e. Northwards

When: always 14th January - Solar event
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Fasts & Festivals

Makar Sakranti or Lohrdi or Pongol

Significance:
Agricultural: Winter Harvest

Spiritual: 

1. Sun visits the house of his son Shani…..

2. Lord Vishnu ended the ever increasing 
terrorism of the Asuras –
end of negativity and beginning of 
righteous living

3. Bhishma– Great Warrior – Leader of the 
Pandva army in Mahabharata chose this 
day to die ….. boon of Ichha-Mrityu
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Fasts & Festivals

Makar Sakranti or Lohrdi or Pongol

How Celebrated:

Many big Melas held everywhere – Kite 
Flying etc….

South: 4-day event– cock fights in Andhra, 
Bull fighting in Tamil Nadu or Elephant 
Mela in Kerala, there is huge amount of 
illegal betting
Day1  – New Clothes                                         
Day 2 – Newly harvested Rice cooked till it 

boils over (Pongallo Pongol) – good 
tidings                                              

Day 3 – Thanks to Gaoun Maata (Cattle)       
Day 4 – Visit Relatives & Friends –

Harvesting was a communal effort
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Fasts & Festivals

Makar Sakranti or Lohrdi or Pongol

How Celebrated:

North: 

people exchange multi-colored tilguls made 
from til (sesame seeds) and sugar and til-
laddus made from til and jaggery. 

Gifts to relatives (in Gujerat)

Bon-Fires (in Punjab) with Rice & Sugar 
thrown in

On Day 2 Bangra till you drop

Etc….. Lots of variations from region to region
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Fasts & Festivals

Maha Shivratri

Devoted toShiva –the Destroyer in 
the Trinity

Name:Ratri means Night – Shiv Ji’s Great 
Night - symbolizes the wedding  of Lord 
Shiva to Parvati.

When: – date based on the Lunar Calendar 
12th February 2010
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Fasts & Festivals

Maha Shivratri

Significance:Many Legends – Simplest:

Goddess Parvati performed tapas and 
prayers on the auspicious moonless night of 
Shivaratri to ward off any evil that may 
befall her husband.                           

Since then, womenfolk began the custom of 
praying for the well being of their husbands 
and sons on Shivaratri day.         

Unmarried women pray for a husband like 
Shiva, who is considered to be the ideal 
husband.



14

`
Fasts & Festivals

Maha Shivratri

How Celebrated:
Devotees wake up early and take a ritual 
bath – (Ladies Fast)
Visit the nearest Shiva temple to give ritual 
bath to the Shiva Lingum with milk, honey, 
water etc. 

Repeated 
Chanting of

Om Namah
Shivaya

Night Long 
Vigil/Jaagran
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Fasts & Festivals

Holi (Holika or Phagwa)

Devoted toVishnu – the Preserver in 
the Trinity

Name:comes from the death of Holika

Tried to burn her nephew Prahlad on orders 
of his father Hiranyakashyap …….

When: – date based on the Lunar Calendar 
early March
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Fasts & Festivals

Holi (Holaka or Phagwa)

Significance:

1. Vishnu preserved the life of his devotee –
Prahlad

2. Shiva’s burning of the temptress …

3. Lord Krishna’s colouring the cheeks of his 
beloved Radha …..

4. Just end of Winter/beginning of Spring
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Fasts & Festivals

Holi (Holaka or Phagwa)

How Celebrated:

Over 2 Days

Day 1:  public bonfire in the Evening with 
lots of Merriment

Day 2: All Taboos are discarded.           
Following Lord Krishna colouring the faces 
of his female admirers people go out, paint 
faces  and spray coloured water over all and 
sundry !
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Fasts & Festivals

Holi (Holaka or Phagwa)
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Fasts & Festivals

Holi (Holaka or Phagwa)
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`
Fasts & Festivals

Holi (Holaka or Phagwa)
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`
Fasts & Festivals

Holi (Holaka or Phagwa)
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Fasts & Festivals

Chaitra Navratri & RamNavmi

Navratri  (9 Nights) devoted toShakti

RamNavmi (9th Night) devoted toLord 
Rama

Festival devoted to Surya

Rama’s family Nam RaghuKul
(Raghumeans the Sun and Kul means 
family)

Surya: Celebrating the end of the Winter
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Fasts & Festivals

Chaitra Navratri & RamNavmi

Name:Chaitra – Name of the Lunar Month 
at the start of the Hindu New Year

Navratri: means 9 nights – 3 for each of the 3 
forms of Shakti

RamNavmi Ninth Day - Birth of Rama

When: March – date based on the Lunar 
Calendar
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Fasts & Festivals

Significance:

Lord Rama is the 7th Avatar (Incarnation of 
Vishnu) 

RamNavmi

Demon King of SriLanka – Ravanna–
boon from Brahma that no gods, demigods 
or even demons could kill him – was 
terrorising the World.

However, he could be killed by “MAN” – all 
the Holy men (Rishis, Gurus etc..) prayed to 
Vishnu to appear as a man on Earth.
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Hinduism – Tenets
Core beliefs:
2) Divine incarnation (the Avatars):      

Whenever righteousness declines
And unrighteousness increases,
I make myself a body;
In every age I come back
To deliver/protect the holy,
To destroy the sin of the sinner,
To establish righteousness – (B.G 4:7,8)

Lord Vishnu (the Preserver) incarnates and 
descends to Earth – Human or Non-human 
form as needed

9 Times so far ! Loosely consistent with the 
Darwinian Theory of Evolution
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Fasts & Festivals

How Celebrated:

A Havan is performed and devotional songs 
sung in praise of Lord Rama

Excerpts recited from Tulsidas Ramayana

Ram Leelacelebrated with brilliant floats of 
Rama, his consort Sita, brother Lakshmana
and the great devotee Hanuman carried 
through the Streets with great Pomp & 
Ceremony.

Fast during the day and breaking it only at 
midnight with fruit. 

RamNavmi
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Fasts & Festivals

Raksha Bandhan

Name:

Raksha –Protection

Bhandhan - Bond

When:

August – date based on the Lunar Calendar 
Wednesday 5th August 2009
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Fasts & Festivals

Raksha Bandhan

Significance:

1. Sachi & INDRA (king of the Gods|) defeated by 
the demons. 'Rakhi' charged with sacred verses 
tied to Indra's wrist. The strength of the sacred 
thread helped him to obliterate the Demons

2. Lord Krishna wounded in the wrist in his battle 
with the evil King Shishupal. Draupadi tore a 
piece from her sari and tied around his wrist to 
stop the bleeding.

3. Alexander's wife believed to have tied ‘rakhi’ to 
King Porus wrist & beseeched him to spare her 
husband …

4. Rani Karnavati of Chittor sent a ‘rakhi’ to 
Humayun as bond of love and asked for his 
protection from Bahadur Shah of Gujarat
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Fasts & Festivals

Raksha Bandhan

How Celebrated:

Raksha Bandhan is a celebration of the 
relation  between  brother and sister.

Boys and Girls dress for the Occasion. 
Special foods (Sweet ones) prepared.

Beautiful “Rakhis” tied by a sister onto her 
brothers wrist – for him to be strong and 
provide protection for her.
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Fasts & Festivals

Raksha Bandhan

How Celebrated:



31

`
Fasts & Festivals

Janam Ashtmi

Name:

Janam –Birth

Ashtami – Eighth Day

Day the 8th Incarnation Of Lord 
Vishnu born

When:                                           
August – 8th Day after the Full Moon 
in the month of Shravan -
Wednesday 5th August 2009
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Fasts & Festivals

Janam Ashtmi

Significance:

Vishnu incarnates – 8th child of Devki
and Vasudevborn in Kansa’sPrison 
…. Yashodaand Nanda

1. to kill the evil King Kansa (Devki’s
brother) of Mathura

2. to help the righteous in the war of 
Good over Evil – epic MahaBharta

3. to give the World –Bhagvad Gita
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Fasts & Festivals

Janam Ashtmi

How Celebrated:

Day1:  Devotees Fast (waterless) 
broken at midnight – time of Lord 
Krishna’s birth.

Day2: Krishna’s Statue is bathed with 
Panchamrit (A mixture of milk, 
ghee, oil, honey and Gangajal).  

The Panchamrit is later 
distributed as Prasad to the devotees 
along with other sweets. 
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Fasts & Festivals

Karvah Chauth

More a Fast than a Festival

Name: 

Karva: Clay Pot

Chauth: 4th day (after the full moon)

When:

October – 9 days before Deepavli
based on the Lunar Calendar -
8th October 09
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Fasts & Festivals

Karvah Chauth

Legend:                                             
Yama (God of Death) listens to all 
devoted Wives (Pati-vrat)      

1. Karva’s husband swallowed by a 
crocodile. Appealed to send the croc 
to hell. Man & Wife live …..

2. Savitri followed Yama – carrying 
her dead husband. Appealed …

Significance:                                       
Ladies fast (waterless) & pray for a 
long life for their Husband
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Fasts & Festivals

Karvah Chauth

How celebrated:                                              

Day long fast ended with the sighting of the 
moon; followed by prayers and a sumptios
dinner.

Has become a social event with famlies
getting together in evening to sight the 
Moon and break the fast.
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Fasts & Festivals

Navratri & Vijay Dashmi
Dushera

Name:

Navratri: means 9 nights – 3 for each 
of the 3 forms of Shakti

Vijay – Victory

Dashmi –Tenth Day – when Lord 
Rama finally kills the Demon King 
Ravannaof SriLanka

When:                                    
September/ October – based on the 
Lunar Calendar - 28th October 09
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Fasts & Festivals

Navratri & Vijay Dashmi
Dushera

How celebrated: 

Navratri: means 9 nights – 3 for each 
of the 3 forms of Shakti

Days 1-3 devoted to Durga (Parvati) 
Goddess of Strength & Power  

Days 4-6 to Lakshmi
Goddess of wealth

Days 7-9 to Saraswati
Goddess of Knowledge
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Fasts & Festivals

Navratri & Vijay Dashmi

Dushera

How Navratri celebrated: 

So over the 9 nights the devotee 
acquires all the virtue needed to fight 
off evil within and without.

Style – very much regional

Gujerat: Each Night earthen ‘divas’ are lit 
in front of the Mother Goddess’s Shrine.                         
a GARBO – the pot => the human body & 
the flame => the Atman (soul).                
Garba folk dance through which the body & 
soul of the dancers is begging for salvation.
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Fasts & Festivals

Navratri & Vijay Dashmi
Dushera

How Navratri celebrated: 

Bengal:  

Statue of Durga washed in the Ganges

Installed next to Lord Ganesha 

All-day recitals of 
Shalokas/Mantras/Bhajans

10th Day: Grand procession ofDurga 
through the Streets to the Ganges       
where the idol is immersed.
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Fasts & Festivals

Navratri & Vijay Dashmi
Dushera

How  Dushera celebrated: 

Again Regional Variations:

North India:                                         
10-day war between Lord Ramaand 
Ravannais enacted in the village green.  
Huge paper statues of the Ravannaand his 
brothers & Generals are made and erected 
and day by day slain by Rama & Lakshmana 
– played by two young lads

10th Day: Ramaseeks advice of Durga
(Goddess of Power) as how to slay Ravanna
Duly Slain and Sita (Incarnation of Lakshmi) 
freed
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Painting by Kailash Raj
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Fasts & Festivals

Navratri & Vijay Dashmi
Dushera

How  Dushera celebrated: 

Rama’s14-year exile over – the march 
north begins.

Arrival in Ayodhya 2-weeks

the Biggest Festival of all

DEEPAVLI/DIWALI
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Fasts & Festivals

Why Fast ?

• A great penance purifying mind and body

• overhauls digestive & urinary systems

• destroys toxic impurities – uric acid 
deposits

• helps control sleep

• calms the mind  - meditation.

How ?

• Waterless

• Milk & Fruit 

• 24 or 12 hours


