Hinduism
Hinduism is the world’s oldest living religion, dating back to at least 2000 BCE.  It is practiced mainly in India.  There are over 650 million Hindus in the world today.  Hinduism is not a proselytizing religion since you cannot be converted. You’re either born a Hindu or you are not; you cannot be converted. Nevertheless, Hinduism has attracted many westerners, and India’s ‘export gurus’ are many and successful.

A guru is not so much a teacher as a spiritual guide is someone who by example or simply by his or her presence indicates what path you should follow. In spiritual search one always needs a guru.
Hinduism is a varied religion because of the way it developed over a long period of time and because it had no individual founder.  Beginning around 600 BCE, the beliefs that are now central in Hinduism started to appear.
Brahman – Brahman is the absolute unchanging, ultimate reality which many Hindus believe exists beyond the everyday world of appearances.  Some see Brahman as God, others see Brahman as an impersonal power which is beyond all description.  

Atman – Each individual has a soul, called Atman.  Some see Atman as part of Brahman.  Others believe that Atman and Brahman are one and the same.
Samsara – Living things do not have one life.  All living things are trapped in an endless cycle of life, death, and rebirth.  Another word for rebirth - samsara - is reincarnation.
Karma – The power which keeps the wheel of life spinning is called karma.  Karma refers to the actions performed by each individual during a lifetime.  A good action takes a person toward a better rebirth; a bad action takes them toward a poorer samsara.  Hindus believe that a person can be reborn as an animal, tree, or vegetable if they behaved and acted poorly in the prior life.  If this happens, it will be that much harder to gain the knowledge they need to escape from the cycle of life, death and rebirth.
Humans accumulate good karma by performing the duties of the caste they were born in. If a person is born in a lower caste, his only hope is to behave properly in that caste so he will move up to a higher caste in the next life.  When a soul has reached the upper castes, it may escape the cycle of reincarnation by eliminating bad karma. This includes setting the scales right through good deeds (possibly over several lifetimes) and also removing oneself from all earthly distractions. When a soul finally escapes the karmic cycle, it becomes one with Brahman when the last bodily incarnation dies. This is a higher plane of existence that transcends the suffering of earthly life. Essentially, the soul rejoins the intangible energy that created the universe. 

Moksha - In Hindu tradition, nirvana (more commonly called moksha) is the reuniting with Brahman, the universal God or universal soul. In traditional Hinduism, a soul reaches this state after living many lives in which it climbs up through the varna, or caste system. 
Polytheism – One of the greatest differences between Hinduism and Judaism, Christianity and Islam is the belief in many gods vs. the belief in one God.  Traditionally there are 330 million Hindu Gods and Demons. Hindus believe that the gods are all expressions of Braham.  Some Hindus believe that worshipping the gods themselves is more important than becoming one with Brahman.  There are male and female gods.
Vishnu is the god of preservation.  He has ten forms – avatars - in which he appears in the world.  The most important forms are Rama and Krishna.  Shiva (Siva) is the god of destruction.  He makes re-creation possible and is responsible for floods, earthquakes and other disasters.  Rama and his wife Sita represent the ideals of male and female behavior. 
Krishna is the most popular of all the gods.  There are sacred writings detailing the words and deeds of Krishna.  The story of Krishna’s love for Radha is a model of how followers should devote themselves to their god.

Ganesha is an important minor god of Hinduism.  He is the son of Shiva and his wife Parvati.  He is worshipped at the beginning of any new project because he is thought to remove problems and obstacles.  His father, Shiva, beheaded him to punish Parvati.  Later Shiva gave Ganesha an elephant’s head.  With his big ears, he can listen to everyone’s prayers.
Hindu Practices - Cows are considered sacred in Hinduism and are not killed for beef.  To the Hindu, everything that exists is sacred since Brahman is in all.  The most pious Hindus are strict vegetarians and practice complete non-violence toward animals and humans.  This non-violence was the basis for the nationwide campaign of non-violence and passive resistance led by Mahatma Gandhi which freed India from British rule in 1950.

Sacred Texts - Hinduism today has number of holy books, the most important being the four VEDAS (divine knowledge) which are the foundation of Hindu philosophy.  They are written in Sanskrit – the language of ancient India.  No one knows how long ago they were written, but they existed before the common era (B.C.E.).

The Upanishads are contained within the Vedas and delve into the metaphysical nature of the universe and soul. The Mahabharata (Great wars of the Bharatas) is an epic poem containing over 220,000 lines. It describes the battle between the Kauravas and Pandavas, who were descendants of Lunar race. It also includes the story of Rama and the most famous Hindu epic, the Ramayana. The Bhagavad Gita is a famous episode of the Mahabharata where Krishna relates his philosophies to Arjuna.
Four Stages of Life – The stages of life as described in Hindu scriptures are: the student, the family man, the recluse, and the wandering holy man.  The wandering holy man frees himself from all family ties, owns nothing, lives simply by begging, with the end goal of single-mindedly seeking union with Brahman.  The four stages are a model of how people ought to live. 

Yoga - Yoga is one of the six classic systems of Hindu philosophy that practices certain disciplines to achieve freedom from the limitations of the flesh and lead to the fulfillment of knowledge. The goal of Yoga is not to achieve peace within, channeling, or the working of miracles, but the acquirement of knowledge. In fact, the Yoga doctrine insists that physical and mental training should be used only as a means to spiritual needs. 

Yoga practice forms a ladder to perfect knowledge through eight stages: self-control, religious observance, postures, regulation of the breath, restraint of the senses, steadying of the mind, meditation, and profound contemplation.

Worship – Worship takes place mainly in the home and tends to bring the whole family together.  It is focused on a shrine.  In the shrine, a picture or statue of a god or gods is kept on a small table.  Offerings of food and flowers, ringing of bells, and burning of incense help focus the mind and involve all the senses on worship.
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