Understanding Hinduism: A Guide for Visitors

Namaste!

The Hindu Temple Society of New Mexico warmly welcomes you. We are glad to have you here
and have prepared this guide to introduce the basics of Hinduism and help you better understand
our beliefs, practices, and community.

If you have any questions during or after your visit, please feel free to ask or visit our website at
www.htsnm.org.

Visitor Guidelines
To help maintain a respectful and comfortable environment for everyone, we ask visitors to
follow these guidelines:

Remove shoes before entering the temple and upstairs dining hall

Dress modestly in clean, presentable clothing

Maintain a respectful tone and behavior

You are welcome to observe or participate as you feel comfortable
Photography is generally permitted unless otherwise indicated

Please silence cell phones while inside the temple

Maintain a safe distance from open flames and be cautious of slippery surfaces

You are not required to participate in any rituals if you are unfamiliar. Observing respectfully is
always appropriate.

What is Hinduism?

Hinduism is one of the oldest living religious traditions in the world, with roots going back over
4,000 years in the Indian subcontinent. Today, it is practiced by over one billion people
worldwide.

However, Hinduism is not easily defined as a single, uniform religion. It does not follow a
centralized structure and has developed over a long period of time through the contributions of
many thinkers, communities, and cultural traditions.

Hinduism does not have:

A single founder

One central religious authority

One fixed set of required beliefs
One universally accepted holy book



Because of this, it is better understood as a broad and flexible tradition rather than a single
system.

Many Hindus refer to Hinduism as Sanatana Dharma, meaning “the eternal way” or “eternal
truth.” This reflects the idea that its teachings are not tied to a specific moment in history, but are
seen as ongoing and relevant across time.

Hinduism has grown and changed over thousands of years. It has absorbed influences from
different regions, languages, and cultural practices while continuing to maintain a sense of
continuity. There is no single way to define it completely. Instead, it includes a range of
approaches that exist side by side.

In simple terms Hinduism is:

A long-standing and evolving tradition

A collection of interconnected ideas and practices

A system that allows for multiple perspectives

A way of engaging with life rather than a fixed set of rules

This diversity is a defining feature of Hinduism and helps explain why it can be understood in
many different, yet connected, ways.

Core Ideas of Hinduism

Because Hinduism is a broad and diverse tradition, there is no single list of beliefs that all
Hindus follow in exactly the same way. However, there are several key ideas that appear across
many texts, teachings, and practices. These concepts help explain how Hindus understand life,
the self, and the nature of reality.

e Brahman (Ultimate Reality): Hindus believe in an ultimate, formless reality called
Brahman. It is the source of everything in the universe and exists everywhere.

e Atman (The Self): Atman refers to the inner self or soul. It is considered eternal and is
ultimately connected to Brahman.

e Karma (Action and Consequence): Karma means that every action has a consequence.
Good actions lead to positive outcomes, while harmful actions lead to negative ones. This
is not about punishment, but about cause and effect.

e Samsara (Cycle of Rebirth): Hindus believe in a cycle of birth, death, and rebirth. The
soul continues to take new forms based on karma.



e Moksha (Liberation): The ultimate goal is moksha, or liberation from the cycle of rebirth.
This is achieved through knowledge, devotion, good actions, or meditation.

The Many Paths of Hinduism

Hinduism recognizes that people are different in how they think, act, and approach life. Because
of this, it does not promote a single path for everyone to follow. Instead, it offers multiple
approaches to spiritual growth. These paths are not separate religions, but different ways of
approaching spiritual growth. A person may focus on one path or combine elements from
several. These paths provide structure while still allowing flexibility based on individual
preferences and strengths.

Bhakti (Path of Devotion): Worship and love for a personal deity
Karma (Path of Action): Selfless service and doing one’s duty

Gyan (Path of Knowledge): Study, reflection, and understanding truth
Dhyana (Path of Meditation): Discipline of the mind and meditation

There is no single “correct” path. Individuals choose what works best for them.
Hindu Deities: Many Forms, One Reality

Hinduism includes many deities, but they are often understood as different expressions of the
same ultimate reality (Brahman).

Some widely recognized deities include:

Brahma — the creator

Vishnu — the preserver

Shiva — the transformer

Lakshmi — goddess of wealth and prosperity
Saraswati — goddess of knowledge and learning
Ganesha — remover of obstacles

Deities at This Temple
At HTSNM, visitors will see a wide variety of deities worshiped by the community. These
include:

Ganesha

Shiva

Krishna

Ram

Durga

Hanuman

Murugan

Balaji (a form of Vishnu)

Navagraha (planetary deities representing the planets)



Many of these deities, such as Shiva, Krishna, Ram, Durga, and Ganesha, are widely worshiped
across different regions of India and throughout Hindu communities around the world.

At the same time, some deities reflect regional traditions, particularly from South India. For
example:

e Murugan is especially prominent in Tamil Hindu traditions
e Balaji (Venkateswara) is strongly associated with temples in South India
e The Navagraha are commonly included in South Indian temple layouts and rituals

Including these deities allows the temple to reflect the cultural backgrounds of its community
while still being part of the broader Hindu tradition.
Sacred Texts

Hinduism does not rely on a single sacred book. Instead, it includes a wide range of texts that
were composed over long periods of time and serve different purposes.

Some texts focus on rituals and prayers, others explore philosophical questions, and many share
stories that communicate moral and spiritual ideas. Together, they provide guidance on how to
understand life, the self, and the world.

Rather than being followed in the same way by everyone, these texts are approached differently
depending on tradition, region, and personal interest. Some are studied in depth, while others are
experienced through storytelling, recitation, or religious practice.

e The Vedas: The oldest sacred texts, containing hymns, rituals, early teachings, and
philosophical ideas.

o The Upanishads: Philosophical writings that explore deeper questions about the nature of
reality and the self.

e The Bhagavad Gita: A widely read text that presents a conversation about duty, action,
and spiritual understanding about one’s role in life.

e The Ramayana and Mahabharata: Epic stories that teach values, and explores complex
moral and ethical questions through narratives of heroes, families, and dilemmas.

Worship and Daily Practice

Hindu worship is called puja, which can be performed at home or in a temple. In Western
contexts, the word puja is often translated simply as “ritual,” but this does not fully capture its
meaning.

Puja is better understood as an act of offering, respect, and connection. It may involve a
structured sequence of actions, but its purpose is not just to follow a set of steps. Instead, it is a
way of focusing attention, expressing devotion, and creating a meaningful interaction with the
divine.



Depending on the setting, puja can be simple or elaborate. A person may quietly offer a prayer at
home, or participate in a more formal ceremony led by a priest in a temple. In both cases, the
emphasis is on intention and engagement rather than strict uniformity.

Common elements include:

Offering flowers, food, or incense

Lighting a lamp (symbol of knowledge removing darkness)
Chanting prayers or mantras

Meditation or silent reflection

Temples are places for community gathering and worship, but personal practice at home is
equally important.

At HTSNM, regular pujas are held throughout the week, each dedicated to specific deities. For
example:

e Monday evenings are dedicated to Shiva
e Tuesday evenings are dedicated to Hanuman
e Thursday evenings are dedicated to Vishnu

In addition to these weekly observances, the temple hosts pujas and special events aligned with
important dates in the Hindu calendar. These may include festival celebrations, community
gatherings, and additional devotional services. Visitors are encouraged to check the temple’s
website or calendar for current schedules and upcoming events.

Festivals

Festivals play an important role in Hinduism and are a major part of both religious practice and
community life. They are often based on stories from sacred texts, seasonal changes, or
important spiritual ideas.

Rather than being only symbolic, festivals are actively celebrated through rituals, gatherings, and
shared traditions. They bring people together and create opportunities to express devotion, reflect
on values, and maintain cultural connections.

Because Hinduism is practiced across many regions, festivals can vary in how they are observed.
The same festival may look different depending on local traditions, but the underlying meaning
remains consistent.

Some major festivals include:

Diwali — Festival of lights, symbolizing the victory of light over darkness
Holi — Festival of colors, celebrating joy and renewal

Navratri — Honoring the divine feminine

Raksha Bandhan — Celebrating sibling bonds



Festivals often include food, music, rituals, and community gatherings.
Hindu Values and Ethics

Hinduism places strong emphasis on living a balanced and ethical life. Rather than focusing only
on belief, it encourages individuals to reflect on their actions and how they affect others and the
world around them. These values are not abstract ideas. They are meant to guide everyday
behavior, relationships, and decision-making.

Key Ethical Principles

e Dharma (Duty and Righteous Living): Dharma refers to living in a responsible and
ethical way based on one’s role in life. This can include responsibilities toward family,
work, community, and society. It is not a fixed rule, but something that requires judgment
and awareness in different situations.

e Ahimsa (Non-violence): Ahimsa means avoiding harm to all living beings, including
humans and animals. It encourages compassion, patience, and respect. While not
required, many Hindus choose vegetarianism as a way to practice this value in daily life.

e Truthfulness and Self-Discipline: These include being honest, controlling impulses, and
acting with awareness. This can involve speaking truthfully, managing anger, and making
thoughtful choices rather than acting out of habit or emotion.

These values guide daily decisions and relationships.
Diversity Within Hinduism
Hinduism is not a single, uniform system. Practices and beliefs vary widely based on:

e Region: Traditions and deities may differ across areas, such as between North and South
India
Language: India has over 121 primary languages, shaping how traditions are expressed
Family traditions: Practices can vary by family background, including specific roles,
customs, or a household deity

e Personal philosophy: Individuals interpret and engage with Hinduism in different ways

This diversity is considered a strength rather than a limitation.

Common Misunderstandings

“Hinduism has too many gods.”

Hinduism teaches that all forms represent one ultimate reality. The sacred often reveals itself
through symbols, images, and forms that make it accessible to human understanding. In
Hinduism, deities function in this way. Each one highlights a different aspect of the same
underlying reality such as creation, preservation, knowledge, or transformation.

“It 1is just mythology.”

Stories are used to convey philosophical and moral ideas. Religious stories and rituals allow
people to step out of ordinary time and enter “sacred time.” In this sense, these stories are not



just about the past. They are experienced as happening in the present every time they are retold
or enacted in ritual. For example, during festivals, prayers, or temple rituals, events from texts
like the Ramayana or Mahabharata are not just remembered. They are re-lived. This creates a
sense of timelessness, where the boundary between past and present becomes less important.
“There is no structure.”

There are structured philosophies, but flexibility is allowed. In Hinduism, structure comes from
how life is organized around the sacred:

Temples are sacred spaces that differ from ordinary locations

Rituals (puja, festivals) transform ordinary time into sacred time

Daily practices such as prayer, lighting a lamp, or meditation create repeated points of
connection with the sacred

These things give rhythm and meaning to life, even without a central authority.
Conclusion

Hinduism is not just a religion, but a way of understanding life. It offers multiple paths,
encourages personal exploration, and emphasizes living with awareness, responsibility, and
compassion.

Rather than focusing on a single set of required beliefs, it provides a framework for reflecting on
life’s deeper questions, such as purpose, identity, and one’s role in the world. It encourages
individuals to learn through experience, adapt over time, and develop a deeper sense of
understanding.

Whether one approaches it spiritually, culturally, or academically, Hinduism offers a broad and
meaningful perspective on human life. Its ideas continue to remain relevant by helping
individuals think about how they live, how they relate to others, and how they make sense of the
world around them.

At HTSNM, we are honored to share the traditions and practices of Hinduism with all who visit.
As you have seen, Hinduism is a diverse and evolving tradition that offers many ways to
understand life, develop meaningful connections, and engage with the world.

Our temple reflects this diversity through the deities we worship, the rituals we perform, and the
community we serve. We welcome individuals from all backgrounds, whether you are here to
learn, observe, participate, or simply explore.

We encourage visitors to ask questions, take their time, and experience the space with openness
and respect. Whether your interest is academic, cultural, or personal, we hope your visit provides
insight and a deeper appreciation of Hindu traditions.

The Hindu Temple Society of New Mexico is also supported by the dedication of its community
members, and visitors are welcome to get involved. Volunteering is a meaningful way to connect
with the temple, whether by helping during events and festivals, assisting with organization, or



supporting daily activities. If you have specific skills such as teaching, event planning, working
with children, or technical expertise, your contributions can be especially valuable. Any amount
of time, whether occasional or regular, is appreciated. To learn more or express your interest,
please speak with a temple representative or visit www.htsnm.org.

Thank you for visiting HTSNM.
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