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Introduction

As far back as we can discover, people have asked questions that still trouble us today, both practical questions about how to live, how to treat other people, how to avoid unhappiness, and transcendental questions such as What is the meaning of life? How did the universe come into being? Why does suffering exist? What happens after death?

Religion in its many different forms sets out to answer these and other questions.

For much of the 20th century, religion has been regarded by many in the West as irrational and irrelevant or, alternatively, too sensitive a subject for discussion. In recent years, however, there has been a huge upsurge of interest in religion, among students, seekers and believers. For most of human history, religion has given shape and meaning to most people’s lives. If it has not been discussed, this was only because it was so well understood and universally accepted within any one society. When faith meets faith, or when faith meets unbelief, both in today’s ‘global village’, and in the past with the slower movement of people, there are arguments, often violence and heartache, but also challenge, change and discovery.

Many people feel that the more we know about each other’s beliefs, the easier it will be to avert persecution of one faith or belief system by another. But knowledge alone is not sufficient. All too often knowledge about a faith has been used as the basis of ridicule or distortion, or of more focused and informed insult. What is needed is not just knowledge, but understanding. While a book like this can inform, it is almost impossible for a general book to convey what a faith means to its adherents, and how that faith shapes the unfolding of their lives. What it can do is give enough background to begin a meaningful discussion with someone of another faith, or to go deeper into items in the news. There will be statements that you disagree with, possibly even in relation to your own faith, and ideas you find strange, but treat that as a starting point.

Elizabeth Breuilly, ICOREC
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Nepalese figure of a Bodhisattva – or ‘Buddha-in-waiting’ – a saviour and helper of the needy.





EARLY RELIGIONS

Egypt


The great pyramids in Egypt, which predate the birth of Christ by 3000 years, were built as the last resting-places of the Pharaohs.



The highly organized, centrally-administered civilization of ancient Egypt was something new in the world. For more than 3000 years it offered a way of life which centred on towns, and had a rigid class structure.

The development of writing was of great significance to the Egyptian culture, and has allowed future generations to understand a great deal about this complex and important civilization.

Sacrifice and ritual held central positions in religious life, and the priesthood was a powerful class. Over the years, changes took place in the religious world and affected the Egyptians’ customs. The complex array of gods evolved and coalesced; half-human and half-animal, they represented the mighty natural forces which were part of everyday life in Egypt, for the prosperity of the empire rested on the Nile, which flooded its banks annually, bringing down fertile silt in which to sow the crops. In turn, these were ripened by the daily sunshine.


The Egyptian tomb paintings and death masks found in the pyramids are of unsurpassed beauty and skill, especially the glorious, golden mask of the young Pharaoh Tutankhamen.



The Egyptians used no sacred books, nor a revelation of divine truth. Myths and legends told the stories of the gods and their relationships with one another, and reinforced the sacred hierarchy. A belief in the afterlife was at the heart of the religion. Bodies were prepared for the grave as if for a journey to the afterworld, mummified and accompanied by treasure for the voyage. Even animals were prepared in this way, particularly those which were considered sacred, such as cats.
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Golden death mask of the pharaoh Tutankhamen.


The Egyptian Book of the Dead was designed to be given to the dead on their entombment. This was a book of instructions on how to manage death and the afterlife.
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Anubis, the god of death, was one of the complex array of Egyptian gods which evolved during this ancient civilization.

South America

The ancient cultures of Middle and South America are known to us only from archaeology and from the accounts of the Spanish conquistadors who destroyed them in the 16th century. Their leadership structure seems to have been partly expressed religiously, with government and religion closely interwoven into a highly organized whole.


The Maya and Aztec peoples produced a wealth of statues and gold and silver artefacts depicting the gods in their various guises, from Xipe Tolec, shown clad in the flayed skin of a sacrificial victim, to Quetzalcoatl, the Feathered Snake.



The religion of the Olmecs, who lived between about 1200 and 500 BCE in what is now Mexico, centred on the sacred jaguar, who seems sometimes to have combined with other animals or birds to form new deities.
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Mayan deities, who were believed to require offerings in the form of human sacrifices.

Successors to the Olmecs were the Maya, whose state religion was based on ceremonial centres dominated by imposing pyramidal temples.

Mayan gods, also frequently a combination of animals and birds, were deemed to require regular offerings, which frequently took the form of human sacrifice.

The Aztecs, a martial race living in Central America from about the 12th century CE until the Spanish conquest in 1532, worshipped the sun and sacrificed to it a constant stream of human victims. Perhaps as many as 20,000 prisoners of war were slain each year.

The Inca civilization of Peru existed at roughly the same time as that of the Aztecs. Their religion, founded on ritual, divination and sacrifice, was not so much spiritual as practical, with the cohesion it offered providing the framework for an efficient network for the supply of food to a widely spaced population.

Many other South American peoples, the Chavin, Moche and Chimu among them, worshipped moon deities or feline cults. If they had not already died out by the time of the Spanish conquest, the forceable imposition of Roman Catholicism saw an end to all the folk religions of South and middle America.
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Mask of the Aztec god Xipe Tolec.

Greece and Rome

The ancient Greeks lived in a world inhabited by gods who were depicted in human terms, but were immortal. Communication with them was frequent, by means of prayer, divination, omens and sacrifice. The gods often spoke to humans through the medium of an oracle or soothsayer. Special temples were built for these oracles, most famously the one at Delphi.


The Parthenon in Athens, Greece, is a temple to the goddess Athena and is also one of the world’s finest examples of Doric architecture.
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The Parthenon in Athens.

The religion of the ancient Romans was a complex mixture, centred on family cults, with the worship of ancestors and household gods often concerned with agriculture and reproduction. When their burgeoning empire absorbed that of Greece, they accepted also the Greek gods, adapting them to suit their own culture and beliefs. The Roman cult of Mithras arose around CE 90. The main theme of the cult was the slaying of a bull, and in the many Mithraic sites which have been excavated can be found depictions of this event, with other motifs capable of astrological interpretation – perhaps a star chart for the soul’s journey to salvation.


The army provided most recruits to the Mithraic religion, and temples are to be found from Hadrian’s Wall to Alexandria in Egypt.
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Hadrian’s Wall, where the ruins of a Mithraic temple can be found.

Old European


The Celtic figure of a god with horns or antlers is a frequently-found symbol of fertility. The severed human head is another widespread feature of Celtic imagery, and it is believed that sacrifice, including human sacrifice, took place at wells and streams.



Christianity was slow to penetrate Northern Europe; the Celtic and the Germanic peoples, related in race and the structure of their religions, clung to their old ways. Everything we know of their religions comes from a few scanty sources: early Roman writers; archaeological finds. The fragments must be pieced together to form fragile generalizations.

From the prevalence of carefully prepared and furnished graves it would appear that the Celts believed in the afterlife. The Other World was always close by, with points of access at many sacred places – later to be appropriated by Christians as sites for their churches.

The Druids were mentioned by several classical writers, but the nature of their learning and influence remains uncertain. They appear to have been priests and arbitrators, playing a major role in ceremony and divination, in healing and astronomy.

The Roman writer Tacitus admired the Teutons for their military prowess, their vigour and simplicity. They were a polytheistic people, and their gods were often described by contemporary Roman writers as identifying with their Roman equivalents.

We know more about the Norse gods, mainly because of the work of saga tellers such as Snorri Sturluson of Iceland (who died in CE 1264). There were two groups of gods: first was the Aesir, or great gods, who lived in Asgard and were proactive gods. The second group was the Vanir, or lesser gods, the reactive gods. The great ruler of the afterworld was Odin, whose war maidens, the Valkyries, chose warriors for Valhalla, the great hall in the sky where days were spent in battle and nights in feasting. The great thunder god, Thor, and Loki, the enigmatic trickster figure, were also members of the Aesir. Frey, the god of fertility, was of the Vanir. However, even the gods were not immortal: it was believed that with the great storm of Ragnarök would come the end of the world, vividly described as the twilight of the gods, or Götterdämmerung.
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Painting showing the Ride of the Valkyries who were war maidens for the Norse god Odin.



	Tuesday – Tiwas’s day

	Thursday – Thor’s day

	Wednesday – Wodan’s day

	Friday – Frey’s day
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Celtic stone figure found in a pagan shrine in Ireland.





THE BAHÁ’Í FAITH



	Originated in Persia, CE 1844.

	Holy Book – the Kitab-i-Aqdas, by Bahá’u’lláh.

	Approximately 7 million followers worldwide.





The Bahá’í Faith, a new religion which emerged from the Shi’ite branch of Islam, sees itself as the latest but not the last appearance of ‘the ancient faith of God’. It is claimed to be one of the great universal religions of the world, with a community numbering between 6 and 7 million people in more than 200 countries. In terms of geography, it comes second only to Christianity as the most widespread religion.
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Tomb of the Báb, the forerunner of Bahá’u’lláh who was the founder of the Bahá’i Faith.

The Origins of the Bahá’í Faith

The Lives of the Founders

In 1844, a young Persian visionary named Siyyid ‘Alí-Muhammad took the title ‘the Báb’, meaning ‘the Gate’, and announced the imminent appearance of a messenger from God, who would be the most recent of a long line which included Moses, Zoroaster, Buddha, Jesus Christ and Muhammad.

The Báb was persecuted by dominant Muslim leaders of the time and eventually executed for his teachings, but his message had spread widely. His followers, too, were massacred or exiled.

Mírzá Hussayn-‘Alí was one of those followers to be imprisoned and tortured. During four months chained in the notorious ‘Black Pit’ dungeon in Tehran, he experienced a revelation that he was the prophet foretold by the Báb. Exiled to Baghdad, he announced his mission in CE 1863. His followers knew him as Bahá’u’lláh, the ‘Glory of God’.

From Baghdad, Bahá’u’lláh was summoned to Constantinople. He was then further exiled to Adrianople and, in 1868, to Acre, where he wrote a series of letters to world rulers, exhorting them to reconcile their differences and instead devote their energies to establishing world peace. While under house arrest in Acre, Bahá’u’lláh revealed the key work of his faith, the Kitab-i-Aqdas, ‘The Most Holy Book’. He remained (officially) a prisoner until his death in 1892, although he was allowed to live outside Acre during the last years of his life.

The Message



	God as a transcendent being.

	The essential unity of religion.

	The unity in diversity of humankind.





The central message of the Bahá’í Faith is one of unity and the breaking down of traditional barriers of race, class and creed. God, transcendent and unknowable but manifest in his creation, has provided successive revelations to mankind via a series of Divine Messengers whose common purpose has been to bring humankind to spiritual maturity. Each of these messengers has been the founder of one of the world’s great religions.

According to the United Nations, the Bahá’í international community works in partnership with others for universal peace and is strongly against all forms of prejudice, persecution and conflict. The purpose of life is seen as coming to know and worship God, and the development of God-given capacities, both to enhance one’s own life and for the service of humanity.
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Bahá’is on pilgrimage entering the Shrine of the Báb to pray.

Worship

There is no priesthood or set form of worship. Each local community meets once every nineteen days for the Nineteen Day Feast, with its three-part programme of worship, community consultation and socializing. Worship includes prayers and readings from the scriptures of the Bahá’í Faith and of other religions.
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A Bahá’í house of workship.



	The Bahá’í Faith houses of worship are open to all.

	Each house of worship has nine sides and a central dome, symbolizing both the diversity and the unity of the human race.

	Decorative motifs include symbols of the various world faiths.





The Structure of the Bahá’í Faith

The Bahá’í world spiritual and administrative centre of the Bahá’í Faith is at Haifa in the Holy Land. The Universal House of Justice, the elected governing body of the Bahá’í world, directs spiritual and administrative matters. In countries, cities and villages throughout the world, national and local elected assemblies deal with all matters relating to the community, including education.
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The Seat of the Universal House of Justice on Mount Carmel.

The Spread of the Bahá’í Faith

Between 1911 and 1913 Bahá’u’lláh’s eldest son, Abbàs Effendi, usually known as ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, travelled throughout Europe and America taking his father’s teachings to the people of the West. Since then the faith has spread throughout the world, with the largest group in India. Even today, however, the Bahá’ís in Iran are still suffering persecution.
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‘Abdu’l-Bahá, the eldest son of Bahá’u’lláh.





BUDDHISM



	Gautama Buddha, born around 586 BCE in what is now Nepal.

	‘Buddha’ means ‘Enlightened One’.

	Approximately 330 million Buddhists worldwide.





Buddhism is a practice aimed at liberating the human mind from anguish. Its three vital elements are: first, the narrative of the life of Buddha; second, the philosophical world-view he put forward; and third, the institution of Buddhism (that is, Buddha’s followers).
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Gautama Buddha, the legend of whose life forms the basis of the Buddhist religion.

The Origins of Buddhism

The Life of the Buddha

There is little historical detail surrounding the life of Siddharta Gautama, believed to be the latest and most holy of a long line of buddhas, but it is the legend of his life which is the core of the Buddhist religion. The Buddha was born around 586 BCE to a princely family of the warrior caste, a family which sheltered him from the hardships of ordinary life. However, while out of the palace one day he saw three things: an invalid, an old man, and a corpse. (Some texts state that the Buddha also saw a fourth sight: a holy man who had renounced all the pleasures of life.) The shock of these sights forced him to rethink his values and his lifestyle and, although Gautama now had a wife and a baby son, he left his family to search for truth and knowledge, and for a way to free mankind from the pain of fear and suffering. This was the beginning of Gautama’s nomadic life of reflection, study and austerity. He finally achieved the revelation he sought: at a place called












	To seek dharma (an untranslatable word, loosely meaning ‘insight’).

	To achieve nirvana (a state of relief from the pain and anxiety of the world).

	To reach freedom from karma (the endless cycle of rebirth).



























	Take no life.

	Do not steal – be generous.

	Abstain from sexual misconduct.

	Abstain from wrong speech – do not tell lies.

	Abstain from intoxicants.





	All life is permeated by suffering or non-satisfaction (dukkha), the effect of karma.

	The cause of suffering is craving (tanha) and a misplaced sense of values.

	Craving, and therefore suffering, can be eliminated. Freedom from recurring delusion, or samsara, leads to nirvana.

	The way to enlightenment is by following the Noble Eightfold Path.






	Right understanding

	Right speech

	Right occupation or livelihood

	Right awareness

	Right attitude

	Right action

	Right effort

	Right composure
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