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Teacher’s Page

Ahimsa: a doctrine for all religions?

This lesson asks students to consider the doctrine of ahimsa and whether this one tradition could unite all religions.  
Having read the introduction, they should write the dialogue that takes place at a party hosted by Gandhi (a proponent of ahimsa) and attended by leaders of other religions.  
Students may choose up to three religions to represent and their religious figures should cite textual evidence, religious principles and statement by religious authorities to back up their views.

Ahimsa: a doctrine for all religions?

Ahimsa is a noun and means respect for all living things and avoidance of violence towards others both in thought and deed.  It comes from Sanskrit from ‘a’ meaning without and ‘himsa’ meaning injury.

Ahimsa is an important part of the Hindu and Buddhist traditions and compassion extends to animals as well as humans.  This is why many Hindus and Buddhists are vegetarian or vegan.

Mohandas Gandhi lived his life by the doctrine of ahimsa
 and found strength and beauty in many religions.  He once said that Jesus played a great part in his life and he was filled by the beauty of the Sermon on the Mount.  To him, Islam manifested the spirit of brotherhood as in no other religion.  He saw no religion as absolutely perfect but believed in the fundamental truth of all the great religions.

Gandhi's spiritual mentor as a child was a Jain and this is where his commitment to ahimsa began.  Jains have a stringent belief in ahimsa and make huge personal efforts and sacrifices in order to adhere to non-harming other creatures on this planet.
  Jainism, a branch of Hinduism, holds that this concept of ahimsa, non-violence, evolved from logical thinking and from experience, emerging from the doctrine of the equality of all souls: Everyone wants to live, nobody likes to die.  Violence enters first in thought, it then manifests itself in speech and then in deeds.  That is why they say that war is born in the minds of men. 

Jains would encourage us to go beyond “Live and Let Live” and aim for “Live and Help Others Live”.  This extends to all life, not just human life.

Consider the doctrine of ahimsa and how other religions may or may not accept this doctrine as part of their own religion.  Think about compassion, acceptance, care and consideration, and respect and concern for the created world. 

Now imagine a dinner party, headed by Gandhi, a proponent of ahimsa and attended by leaders of several other religions (you may choose up to three other religions to represent).  Write the dialogue that ensues as Gandhi asks the other religions to look deeply into their own religious traditions and discover if ahimsa already exists there in some form, or whether it could be adopted into the existing tenets of that religion.
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