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Buddhism
Buddhism is a religion or philosophy that originated in
India and came from the teachings of a man called
the Buddha (Siddhartha Gautama) believed to have
been born around 563 BCE who left his home to
bring an end to hardships he could see all around
him. He travelled through Northern India for 45 years.
He became a Buddha or ‘The Enlightened One’ or
‘The One Who Knows’. Buddha did not believe in a
supreme God and taught that life moves in an
endless cycle of life, death and rebirth. If people live
with neither too much nor too little, and are kind, they
come closer to a joyful state of understanding called
enlightenment. This is the goal of all Buddhists. There
are about 500 million followers mostly living in Asia.
As Buddhism spread throughout the East, it came to
be expressed in many different languages. Buddhism
has only been in the west for about 100 years and
the Buddhist society was founded in Britain in 1924.
All Buddhists believe that there have been many
Buddhas and that all living beings have the potential
to become Buddhas by reaching enlightenment and
following the Buddhist way of life. Buddhists value
taking personal responsibility and try to avoid causing
harm to any form of life.
The three elements of Buddhism (‘Three Jewels’) are;
the Buddha, the dharma (his teachings) and the
sangha (community of Buddhists). It is considered
essential for Buddhists to remain in close contact
with the sangha at all times. Buddhists believe that
there are sacred places (buildings, mountains, trees)
worthy of a special visit and particularly the
Mahabodhi temple in Bodh Gaya, India since this is
where Buddha achieved enlightenment. After Buddha
died, his followers wrote his teachings down on palm
leaves. These scriptures are known as the Tipitaka or
the Three baskets because they were originally
placed in three baskets.
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PUJA
Buddhists visit the temple or vihara to think about
Buddha and his teachings and to celebrate festivals.
When entering a shrine in a temple or home, it is
usual to remove shoes and headgear as a sign of
respect. Buddhists wash before puja and chanting,
incense, flowers and candles may be used. The
shrine room is used for meditation, teaching and
devotion (puja). The terms ‘prayer’ and ‘worship’ are
not really appropriate to Buddhism, since there is no
God figure. Many Buddhists prefer that Dharma books
are not laid directly on the floor, stepped over, or have
other objects placed on top of them. Buddhists
usually sit on the floor with feet pointing away from
the Buddha (pointing the sole of the foot at the figure
of Buddha is considered disrespectful). Buddhists
commonly greet by placing both hands together and
bowing gently.

FASTING/DIET
On fast days a Buddhist may not eat after noon. Full
moon days are often fast days for Buddhists. Many
Buddhists are vegetarian or vegan, in accordance
with the value of avoiding causing harm to any life
form.

MAIN FESTIVALS
ESALA PERAHERA (Theravada):
Festival of the Tooth – July/August
HANA MATSURI (Mahayana):
Buddha’s birth - April
KATHINA (Theravada):
Offerings are given to monasteries - October
NIRVANA DAY (Mahayana):
Buddha’s enlightenment - December
OBON (Mahayana):
The story of Buddha - July
PARINIRVANA (Mahayana):
Buddha’s death - February
WESAK (Theravada):
Celebrates Buddha’s birth, enlightenment
and death - April
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GLOSSARY
TERM

EXPLANATION

Buddha (Pali and Sanskrit)

The Enlightened One, The One Who Knows

Dharma (Pali)

Universal law; Ultimate truth, The teachings of the
Buddha

Nirvana (Sanskrit)

Blowing out of the fires of greed, hatred and
ignorance, and the state of secure, perfect peace
that follows

Puja

the acknowledgement of an ideal

Sangha

community of Buddhists

Vihara

a Buddhist temple

Wesak celebration

or Bodhi Day; The celebration of the birth, death
and enlightenment of the Buddha
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Christianity
Christianity is the world’s most widespread religion
with just under two billion people belonging to one
of many branches of the faith. The largest group is
the Catholic church which has about a billion
members. Most followers in Britain are members of
one of five major groups: Roman Catholic,
Protestant, Anglican, Pentecostal and Eastern
Orthodox. Each group has different beliefs about
Jesus and his teachings but all groups consider
Jesus as central to their religion. The historic
languages of Christianity are Hebrew, Greek and
Latin.

Eastern Churches began to separate due to these
theological differences. Eastern and Western
Churches have different calendars and do not
celebrate Christmas and Easter at the same time.
The Reformation of the 16th century led to the
emergence of Protestant Churches and divided the
Western Church into Roman Catholic and
Protestant. England became a Protestant country
with the Anglican Church as the state religion.
As a result of various upheavals in Eastern Europe,
there are growing numbers of Orthodox Christians
in the UK some of whom are refugees and asylum
seekers. They represent many
different cultures and languages.

WORSHIP

ORIGINS
Christianity is rooted in the life and teaching of
Jesus who lived 2000 years ago in what is modern
day Israel/Palestine. Christians believe in One God
and worship him as creator. They strive to lead life
based on the message of Jesus: to live God’s word
everyday through acts of kindness and love.
Christianity developed from Judaism and its first
scriptures were Jewish. In the early days there was
no formal structure of belief or worship. Writings
about Christ’s life, teachings, death and
resurrection were gradually brought together to
form the New Testament. What Christians call the
Old Testament is also sacred to Jews and Muslims.
As Christianity has grown, some groups have had
different ideas about church practices and rules.
From about the 6th century, the Western and
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Christians read the Bible and pray
at home. Prayers are especially
common before meals and at
bedtime. Sunday is the day that
Christians gather in church to
worship. Church services include
Bible readings, singing and prayers.
The church leader may give a
sermon, a special talk about some
aspect of Christian life. Some forms
of worship (e.g. Roman Catholic and
Anglican), have set prayers and
liturgy with congregational worship
usually led by a priest. In nonconformist Churches (e.g. Baptists),
worship is freer and there is more
emphasis on the sermon. Ministers
or elders lead the worship. Some
Churches accept the leadership of
women and others reject it as
unscriptural. The worship of the Roman Catholic
Church centres on the Mass. The worship of the
Orthodox Churches centres on the Divine Liturgy. A
Quaker meeting is silent worship with nothing
prearranged and no leader. No religious symbols
are used and there are no rituals. Everyone is
welcome for Worship and to contribute to the
spoken ministry. The Lord’s Prayer, taught by Jesus
to his disciples, is treasured by Christians and used
in private and public worship.

RELIGIOUS SYMBOLS
Icons are very important to Orthodox Christians
(e.g. sacred pictures of Christ, his Mother and the
saints). Religious statues, crucifixes and rosaries
are important to Roman Catholics and AngloCatholics while some non-conformists may find
them offensive.
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CHRISTIAN BELIEFS ABOUT GOD
ONE GOD
Central to the Christian faith is the belief in one God.
God is eternal and is the creator and sustainer of all
that is. God is personal, in a sense that he can speak
to people and can be addressed by them. Christians
believe in one God who is known in three “persons”:
Father, Son and Holy Spirit or The Holy Trinity. This
phrase indicates the many ways in which God can be
understood within Christianity.
The “Father” aspect of God relates to God as creator
and judge of all humanity. In using the term “Father”,
Christians are implying that it is possible to have a
relationship with God. Within this term there are
implications of love, order and authority.
Central to Christianity is the belief that God became a
human being through the life of Jesus. Jesus is seen
by most Christians as being more than human. He
was fully human, but also fully divine. The title Son of
God is probably the most understandable way of
expressing this divine and human nature. Jesus
called the Christ or Anointed One, born as a man in
Bethlehem, was also God in human flesh. He died by
crucifixion during the Roman occupation of Palestine
about 30 C.E. He rose from the dead on the third day.
Christmas is the festival celebrating the birth of
Jesus, the Son of God, into this world. The doctrine
built upon this belief is called the Incarnation - literally
enfleshment. God became human, taking upon
himself the whole human nature, perfect as God and
perfect as a human being.
The purpose of His coming is seen as a culmination
of thousands of years. Some Christians would explain
it in this way. All human beings are not what they are
intended to be by God. Through disobedience each
person has broken the
intimate relationship that
God intended to have with
us. This leads to each of us
following our own way,
hurting others, being selfish
and self-centred and acting
as if we are the centre of
the universe and not God.
Thus, through the death of
Jesus, those who believe
and put their trust in Him
can receive forgiveness for
breaking the relationship
with God and so can enter
into a new relationship with
Him. There are different
“theories” as to how the
death of Jesus enables
believers to receive
forgiveness, but all centre
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on the love of God expressed through this act. Some
theories talk of Jesus taking our punishment upon
Himself, others speak of Jesus paying a ransom for
us and others speak of our response to the love of
God shown in this act. The resurrection of Jesus has
a significance even beyond this. The Gospels give
accounts of Jesus being revealed to His disciples in
His risen body which was real but was not bound by
the limits of the physical body. Christians believe that
Jesus’ bodily presence then ascended into Heaven.
The significance of these beliefs for Christians today
is that they can therefore claim that Jesus is as alive
today as He was 2000 years ago, and can be known
to believers so that they can have a personal
relationship with Him. Christians believe that following
death there will be a final judgement, and those who
have a restored relationship with God will enjoy
Heaven. That is, they will enjoy the blessings of
eternal life for ever in the presence of their loving
God. The activity by which God brings about this
restored relationship with humanity is known as
Grace, a word which emphasises the sense of the
need for God’s loving help. The essential element of
Grace is the love of God being poured out upon
people.
Jesus caused a continuing life to be fostered among
His followers and His followers are now called the
church. At Pentecost, Christians celebrate how God,
revealed in the Holy Spirit, came upon the first
followers. Christians today believe that God is active
in the work and worship of the church that is the
people and in the life of individuals through His Holy
Spirit. The Holy Spirit is also seen as the spirit of
Jesus living within them. Many Christians also believe
that through the Holy Spirit, God is present throughout
the world.
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HUMAN LIFE
The guiding directions within Christianity are the two
commandments that Jesus emphasised from within
Judaism. Love the Lord, your God, with all your
heart, with all your soul, with all your strength and
with all your mind. The second commandment, love
your neighbour as yourself. Arising from these two
commandments are the Christian’s attitude to God
and to the world. Christians believe that they should
enter into a relationship of worship with God which
will express their love for Him and in which they can
experience His love for them. Arising out of this
relationship with God they see the need to serve
others in the world. In many instances, the Christian
churches have been pioneers in the establishment of
hospitals and schools and of many other areas in
the service of human kind. However, it is also at an
individual level that Christians believe that they
should serve others. They believe that they should
be loving in all their relationships and that the way
that Jesus dealt with others in His life, should be the
guiding principle for the way that they deal with
others in their life. Much of the teaching of Jesus
centres on these two commandments and many of
His parables and sayings and His actions relate to
how Christians should relate to others in the world.
Christians, however, recognise their failure to live up
to the high standards that have been set by Jesus.
They recognise that they fail both in their love of
God and of their neighbour. They believe that they
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can restore their relationship with God through
confessing that they have fallen short of the
commands and asking forgiveness. They believe that
God out of His love will grant unconditional
forgiveness. In addition to confessing, they accept
the need to intend to live a new life and be a changed
person. They recognise that they are unable to do
this in their own strength and believe that God
through the Holy Spirit will live within them to enable
them to live out a life like Jesus within the world.

CHRISTIAN FESTIVALS
The major Christian festivals celebrate the
Christian’s understanding of who God is. They
celebrate God as Father and Creator of all, Jesus as
the Son of God and the Holy Spirit as God working in
the world and in Christians day by day. Festivals
celebrate parts of Jesus’ life and events following
His death and resurrection. All festivals centre in
worship and the coming together of Christians to
celebrate, to pray and to praise. The Christian year
has a clear focus on the festivals and they act as a
reminder to the Christian of the central elements of
their beliefs. Christians will endeavour to go to
church to worship together at the major festivals
during the year. The services at this time will centre
on the stories that are the background to the
festival, and the hymns and songs and prayers will
all relate to the festival in some way.
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Jesus. It is a hopeful and reflective
season. In a number of churches there is
an advent crown or advent ring which has
four candles on it. On each of the advent
Sundays a candle is lit and then another
candle and so on. There are readings
from the Old Testament and from the New
Testament foretelling the coming of Jesus
the Saviour and hymns and carols are
sung appropriate to the season. The
season is one of expectation and looking
forward to Christmas.
Christmas - 25th December
SUNDAY
Christianity inherited the seven-day week from
Judaism and from the earliest times, Sunday, the first
day of the week, became the regular day when
Christians get together to worship. Sunday was
observed for worship because it was a day of the
week when Jesus Christ rose from the dead. For
Christians, every Sunday is a celebration of the
resurrection. The observance of Sunday varies widely
among Christians. In some countries with a large
Roman Catholic population, religious observance is
usually held on the Saturday evening and the Sunday
morning. The remainder of Sunday is a day of
recreation. In some churches the observance of
Sunday involves not only attendance of worship, but
also an abstention from work or any kind of secular
recreation. This has led to some Christian sports
persons not wanting to take part and compete on a
Sunday. However, there are many variations as to
how Sunday is celebrated and how Sunday is
observed among Christians. It is normally the day of
worship when Christians come together to remember,
to pray and to celebrate.
THE CHRISTIAN YEAR
The Christian calendar is mainly made up of three
elements. There is the Easter cycle, the Christmas
cycle and finally the other festivals and fixed dates for
the commemoration of Saints and Martyrs that are
spread throughout the year. However not all Christians
follow this pattern. Some Christians do not celebrate
the festivals at all.
ADVENT
The Christian year begins with the first Sunday in
advent, which is the fourth Sunday before Christmas.
The meaning of the word advent is “coming” and it is
a preparation for Christmas. It celebrates and leads
Christians to remember and think about the coming of
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Christmas is the most widely celebrated
Christian festival. It is a time of festivity and joy.
Central to the celebration Christmas is the Christian
understanding of who Jesus is. Although it
celebrates the birth of Jesus and so can be seen as
a birthday “celebration” it is of much greater
significance than that. For Christians it marks the
coming of God, the Son to the Earth. The purpose of
His coming is seen as a culmination of thousands of
years. The festival is linked very closely to how
Jesus is seen by most Christians. For Christians,
Christmas celebrates God, the Son, becoming a
human being in the womb of Mary and being born
as a human being. This is seen as the greatest gift
of God to humanity and is the surest reason for
thanksgiving and celebration. At Christmas,
Christians celebrate The Incarnation. It is a festival
in which Christians see the depth of God’s love for
human kind. Whether Jesus was born on December
25th or not doesn’t matter. The day is chosen purely
as a day of remembrance. Everything in the
Christian festival celebrations relates back to this
significant event.
The stories of the birth of Jesus are to be found in
the Gospels in the Christian New Testament. In St.
Luke’s Gospel account we read that Jesus was born
in a stable because there was no room in the inn
and that His cradle was a manger (Luke, Chapter 2,
Verses 1-18). In Matthew’s Gospel we get the story
of the coming of the wise men from the East, who
followed a star which stood over where the young
child was. They bought the symbolic gifts of gold,
frankincense and myrrh. Gold for a King, incense for
God, and myrrh as a reminder of suffering because
it was used to anoint dead bodies before burial.
(Matthew, Chapter 2.) The music of Christmas in
churches is represented by carols which are a
joining together of secular and religious practice.
Carols were originally songs for dancing and that’s
why many of the older ones are so cheerful and
rhythmic. Many of the carols are in the form of
hymns now.
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The worship at Christmas centres on the story of the
birth of Jesus and the reason for that birth. Prayers
and carols have the story as a focus. In many
churches there are traditional carol services in
which Bible readings relating to the promise of a
Saviour and the story of Christmas are read,
interspersed with carols. Probably the most famous
of these is the Nine Lessons and Carol Service
which can be heard broadcast from King’s College,
Cambridge, on Christmas Eve. In many churches
there is a service that starts just before midnight, on
Christmas Eve in which there is a celebration of Holy
Communion. The services on Christmas day are
usually joyful and happy and have a high note of
celebration. In some churches there will be a crib
and figures celebrating the Christ child. In the
church will be a stable with the figure of Mary, the
mother of Jesus and Joseph, her husband together
with animals such as an ox or an ass. Often the
shepherds will be there and sometimes the wise
men, often dressed as Kings.

Ash Wednesday
Lent begins on Ash Wednesday. It is called Ash
Wednesday because of the custom in some
churches of placing ash on the forehead of those
who go to worship on that evening. It is a
recognition and a sign of penitence and total
dependence on God’s grace.
Holy Week
The last week of Lent is called Holy Week and it is
dedicated to the remembrance of the suffering and
death of Jesus. On each day of Holy Week, up to
and including the Friday, the Gospel reading in
churches is taken from the accounts found in all
four Gospels so that over the week all four
narratives relating to the sufferings and death of
Jesus are read in full. Not all churches celebrate or
worship on each of those days but traditionally this
is the case.
Palm Sunday
Holy Week begins with Palm Sunday and it is called
that because there was a blessing of palms and a
procession with palm branches on that day. This
reflects the Gospel account of Jesus’ entry into
Jerusalem on the last week of His earthly life. In
some churches the worshippers receive pieces of
palm leaf in the form of a cross or plaited into a
decorative motif. In England, sometimes palm
willow or rosemary is used for this. The worship on
that day focuses on the entry of Jesus into
Jerusalem and will contain hymns and prayers
related to these events. In the Catholic church, this
is called Passion Sunday and a Gospel is read about
the passion of Christ.
Maundy Thursday
The Thursday in Holy Week is Maundy Thursday. It
is thought that the word Maundy comes from the
Latin word for commandments. It is a day that is
noted by a celebration of the Holy Communion
because it is the day on which Jesus commanded
His Disciples to perform this act in remembrance of
him. In many churches, Jesus’ washing of the
disciples feet is re-enacted as part of the liturgy.

LENT
Lent is a season of preparation which precedes
Easter. It is a season of remembering and penitence
and lasts for 40 days. In many churches the link is
made between fasting 40 days in the wilderness of
Jesus as he was tempted. Lent is often a time of
discipline for those who are faithful.

PG 7 ESSENTIAL KNOWLEDGE • CHRISTIANITY

Good Friday
The Friday of Holy Week is the day that
commemorates the crucifixion of Jesus. In some
churches there is a three-hour service of
remembrance lasting from 9.00 to noon, a
traditional time that Jesus was on the cross. On
Good Friday churches are cleared of all hangings
and decorations so that the building will look
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plain. There may be a simple cross or crucifix
holding a central position. Food associated with
Good Friday is the hot cross bun - a small, spiced
sweet bread with currants, marked on the top
with a pastry cross. These are traditionally eaten
just on Good Friday. A number of Christians will
eat only fish on Good Friday. Of course, it must
be recognised that not everyone will make these
observances. In some places there are
pilgrimages in which a wooden cross is carried
over a long distance as a witness to the
commitment to take up the cross of Jesus.
In Havering, the Christian churches come together
on the morning of Good Friday for communal
marches of witness through the towns and
worship together in a public place such as a park.
EASTER
Easter day is the most important festival in the
Christian calendar. Easter commemorates the
resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead and
replaces the sorrow and solemnity of Good Friday
with joy and celebration. In Christian churches
there is often an early morning Holy Communion
service. The services on the day include readings
of the first Easter and hymns and songs are
joyful, recognising the new life that Christians
believe Jesus has brought to them through His
resurrection. Easter is the highest point of each
year and for the Christian it is the most important
festival of the year. Churches will often be
decked with flowers and in most churches
that use
vestments,
these are
bright and
cheerful. In a
number of
churches there is an
Easter garden where
there are three crosses on a
hill that are empty and a tomb
with the stone rolled away
representing the resurrection of
Jesus. In some churches the
beginning of the service starts with
a shout “Christ is risen” and the
response of the people “He is risen
indeed”. In a number of churches
candles are lit and light representing
the coming of light, of Christ and His
resurrection driving away the powers
of darkness and death.

> PATHWAYS

Ascension
The celebration of Ascension is based on Luke’s
Gospel, Chapter 24, Verses 50-51 and the Acts of
the Apostles, Chapter 1, Verses 1-11. Originally it
was simply included as part of the total victory of
the risen Christ and for Christians this is the case.
The concept of the resurrection of Christ includes
the idea that He totally overcame death and has
returned to God, His Father. In some churches there
is a celebration of the Ascension with a worship
service. However, in most churches Ascension Day
passes with very little notice.
Pentecost
The name Pentecost derives from the Greek
Pentecoste meaning the 50th day and the festival is
celebrated on the 7th Sunday after Easter.
Pentecost was a Jewish feast and Christians took it
over and gave it another meaning. The Christian
festival celebrates the giving of the Holy Spirit to the
Disciples of Christ (Acts, Chapter 2, Verses 1-11). It
is seen to be the beginning of the church and its
mission. Pentecost is an important festival
completing the Easter cycle but it is, for the most
part, much less observed than Easter. Readings in
the Church on that Sunday reflect the promise of the
coming of the Holy Spirit and the hymns celebrate
the Holy Spirit’s presence in the church and in His
people today.
HARVEST FESTIVAL
The Harvest Festival celebration takes place
in the Autumn in England, the time of the
harvest. It is a
celebration of
the recognition
that God is the
Provider of all
things and is a service
of gratitude and
thanksgiving to God for the
gifts that he has given. The
church is often decorated with
fruit and vegetables and flowers
and in some places with the harvest
of the earth, such as coal. In coastal
areas fish are also included as part of the
Harvest celebration. The hymns revolve
around giving thanks to God for His gifts o
food and shelter. Prayers also reflect this
element of thanksgiving. In a number of
churches, after the harvest festival, the
gifts are distributed to the needy in the
area as a gift from the church.
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THE BIBLE
The central book of the Christian faith is the Bible.
The word Bible comes from the Greek word
‘Biblios’, which means book. The Bible is not just
one book. It is like having a complete library. There
are 66 books altogether in the Christian Bible and
they are divided into two main sections, the first of
these is called the Old Testament. There are 39
books in this part of the Bible. The second part is
called the New Testament, and there are 27 books
in this part. The books are of different kinds of
writing. Some are history and some poetry. There
are collections of laws as well as sayings of
important people called Prophets. There are letters
and there are stories of Jesus. The Bible is very
important as the sacred scripture within Christianity,
but it is Jesus who is central to Christianity. The
Bible is about him. Christians believe the Bible is
inspired but nearly all Christians believe that the
Bible provides an understanding of God’s dealings
with humanity. The first part of the Bible, the Old
Testament, contains the same material as the
Jewish scriptures. However, it is important not to
call Jewish scriptures the Old Testament when
dealing with Judaism. The Old Testament was
originally written in Hebrew, the language spoken by
the people of Israel in the Bible. Later, the Old
Testament was translated into Greek.
The New Testament was written originally
in Greek. Later both the Old and New
Testament were translated into Latin.
From the 16th Century onwards, the Bible
has been translated into most of the
languages of the world. The Old
Testament begins with the story of
creation. Then there is the history of the
people of Israel, later called the Jews,
from the time of Abraham onwards. It
looks forward to a time when God will
send a special person to help people to
behave the way God wants them to. This
special person is called the Messiah.

Testament and New Testament. Hymns and songs
are often based on quotations from the Bible. In
some churches there is a regular singing or reading
of the psalms. In some traditions, the Bible will be
read completely through over a period of four years.
Respect for the Bible is shown in different ways.
Many Christians hold the Bible to be important and
use it frequently. They may keep a copy of the Bible
nearby at all times. In some traditions, for example
the Eastern Orthodox Church, Christians show their
respect for the Bible by treating the actual book
itself with care. The Bible is brought into the service
attended by a solemn procession. Worshippers show
their reverence for the book by genuflecting, that is
bowing, crossing themselves and ensuring that they
do not turn their back on it. Other Christians use the
Bible in a familiar way, reading it themselves with a
result that the book itself can become very worn.
Some Christians regard the book as not important,
rather it is the words and the writing that is the
important thing. In many churches there is a stand
for the Bible called a Lectern. This is placed at the
front of the church and is where readings take
place.
Some Christians read the Bible in their homes and
encourage their children to do so. They use a
number of different aids to assist them in this.

Christians believe that Jesus of Nazareth
was this special person. The New
Testament is about his life and about the
people who began to follow Him and to
tell the world about Him.
THE USE OF THE BIBLE IN WORSHIP
The reading of the Bible has a central
place in Christian worship. Until
relatively recently, individuals didn’t have
access to Bibles; biblical texts were
transmitted only through worship and
teaching. Most Christian worship services
have readings often from both the Old
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These Bible reading notes for adults contain short
commentaries on the text, giving ideas and
explanations and applying the text to everyday life.
In the Bible reading notes for children there are
often puzzles that Christian children can do and
enjoy.

use only by authorised persons such as ordained
clergy. When describing a church building it is
important to make clear that there are differences
within different buildings.

CHURCH BUILDINGS
Most local Christian communities centre their
activities in and around a purpose-built set of
buildings, normally known as a church. For all
Christian groups the buildings they use are
subservient to central Christian purposes and
functions as the groups will see them. The Christian
community will construct or find buildings which are
suitable for the style of worship, teaching, caring
and mission which it wishes to pursue in the locality
where it is set and where there are resources
available to it. While it is perhaps true that the
majority of such Christian activities are based in a
local church building, this is by no means
universally the case.
There are Christian groups who believe that using
one fixed and identifiable set of buildings as their
churches impractical, inappropriate and may even
be a denial of the nature and mission of the
Christian community. For them a building is used
simply as a means of shelter, storage and a
convenient place to meet when and if necessary.
Matters of location, architectural style, furnishing
and symbolism are irrelevant.
At another level there will be local Christian groups
who, while they do have a building which is both a
base for their activities and an important symbol of
their identity, nevertheless keep such buildings as
simple and mundane as possible. With these
groups matters of location, architectural style and
furnishings are important. However, their very
simplicity and plainness are symbols of what the
adherers believe to be central Christian values. The
absence of and special and maybe expensive
“religious” furnishing and artefacts, is a sign and
symbol of an appropriate Christian lifestyle.
Yet other Christian groups believe that they must
gather in a building which is in itself and important
expression of, and witness to the central core of
Christian belief. The building is seen as a sacred or
holy place. It has its own character and atmosphere
which communicates ideas about God and evokes
within those who enter it a sense of the presence of
God and a response of reverence and devotion. For
such Christians the very best in human craft, art,
music and ritual hope to point to the holiness of
God. In Christian churches of this kind one is likely
to find that certain areas, furnishings and artefacts
are reserved for special purposes and may be for
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INSIDE A TRADITIONAL CHURCH OF ENGLAND
CHURCH BUILDING
The Font
One of the first things that is seen when entering a
traditional Church of England church is the Font.
Traditionally this stands by the door. It is a large
bowl which contains water used when people are
baptised. It stands near the door to remind
Christians that baptism made them members of the
church and is seen as the “doorway” into the
church as the people of God.
The Nave
The largest part of the church is the Nave where the
people sit. In a traditional church the seats are
placed in rows and may be either chairs or pews.
Traditionally they face the front which is the area of
the most importance. The two bays between the
Nave and the next section Chancel give the building
the form of a cross.
The Chancel
The Chancel usually has two sections, the choir and
the sanctuary. The choir section contains seats for
the clergy who conduct the service and for the
choristers who lead the singing accompanied
usually by an organ. Normally the seats in the choir
face each other, rather than face forward.
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The Sanctuary
The Sanctuary may be separated from the choir by
a rail. This contains the main Altar of the church.
The Altar may be made of stone or wood and it is
used for the church’s most important service, the
Eucharist, or Holy Communion. Often on the Altar
stands a cross or a crucifix with two or more
candles on either side. The crucifix is clearly a
reminder of the death of Jesus, but if it is an empty
cross it is a reminder of the resurrection of Jesus.
The Altar or Communion Table is the most prominent
feature in a church of this type and the Sanctuary
surrounding it is usually very beautiful and often
decorated with flowers. It is at the altar rail
between the Sanctuary and the Chancel that
Christians receive the bread and wine in the Holy
Communion Service. The rail is there for Christians
to kneel to receive the bread and the wine.
Between the Chancel and the Nave on one side
there is a Lectern or reading desk. This may be
wooden or it may be in the shape of a large eagle.
This holds a large Bible which is read to the people
during the service. On the other side of the church
to the Lectern there is a Pulpit. This is usually a
raised box area which is used for preaching. By
having the Lectern at the front of the church it
shows the importance that Christians place on the
Bible and the teaching contained in it. The Pulpit
shows the importance that Christians place on the
teaching and the explanation of the Bible within
worship.
In the pews there may be kneelers or hassocks.
These are so that during the worship the
congregation can kneel to pray.
INDIVIDUAL AND FAMILY PRAYER
Many Christians engage in personal and private
periods of prayer to God. They often find time to be
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on their own where they speak and listen to God.
Sometimes these prayers are spontaneous and
made up by the person praying and other times they
may be set forms of prayer. Often the prayers are of
a similar type to those used in a church service and
include adoration, thanksgiving, confession, petition
and intercession. Christians practise praying as a
way of drawing close to God, of reminding
themselves of His presence with them, and showing
their love for Him and for the world through their
prayers.
Some Christian families join together to pray at a
time that is convenient for them. They may pray for
each other and for concerns within the family and
they will also often use prayers of adoration and
thanksgiving and intercession.

THE CHURCH AS A COMMUNITY
For Christians it is important to belong to a
community. The Christian church is a community of
people. The community of Christians in a local area
is often called the church or the local church. It is
bound together by certain beliefs about Jesus, God
and the world. It comes together to worship and to
carry out other activities. In many churches the
community serves in the neighbourhood, seeks to
bring others into the church and a knowledge of
God and Jesus, meets together to pray and to study,
to share and for mutual support. Most local
churches have a strong pastoral network where
those in needs within the community are visited and
helped. The New Testament calls the church the
body of Christ and recognises that it is made up of
different members, each of whom brings different
gifts. There is a recognition that when the gifts are
brought together, then the body works as it should.
Christians within the local community give of their
time, talents and gifts to serve the community of
Christians but also to
work in the community
around the church. It is
seen to be a place where
there is mutual sharing,
teaching and nurturing.
However in coming
together that is not the
end of the story.
Christians see the coming
together and the support
they give to one another
as a springboard for the
support and work that
they do within the wider
community in seeking to
serve and to love those
among who they live.
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GLOSSARY
Advent

Coming: The period beginning on the
fourth Sunday before Christmas. A
time of spiritual preparation for
Christmas.

Icon

Painting or mosaic of Jesus, the
Virgin Mary, a saint or a Church
feast. Used as an aid to devotion,
usually in the Orthodox tradition.

Ascension

The event, forty days after the
Resurrection, when Jesus ‘ascended
into heaven’.

Incarnation

The doctrine that God took human
form in Jesus.

Atonement

Reconciliation between God and
humanity; restoring a relationship
broken by sin.

Baptism

Rite of initiation involving immersion
in, sprinkling or pouring of water.

Christ

The anointed one. The source of the
words Christian and Christianity.

Christmas

Church

Easter

Eucharist

Jesus Christ The central figure of Christian history
and devotion. The second person of
the Trinity.
Lent

Penitential season. The forty days
leading up to Easter.

Liturgy

Service of worship with a prescribed
ritual (e.g. Evensong, Eucharist) Term
used in the Orthodox Church for the
Eucharist.

Festival commemorating the birth of
Jesus.

Mass

Term for the Eucharist used by some
Churches.

The whole community of Christians,
the building in which Christians
worship, a particular denomination.

New
Testament

Collection of 27 books forming the
second section of the Christian
Scripures.

Central festival celebrating the
resurrection of Jesus from the dead.
Thanksgiving: A service celebrating
the death and resurrection of Jesus
using the elements of bread and
wine.

Old Testament Collection of 39 books which the
Church shares with Judaism forming
the first section of the Christian
Scripuress.
Palm Sunday

The Sunday before Easter,
commemorating the entry of Jesus
into Jerusalem when he was
acknowledged by crowds waving
palm branches.

Pentecost/
Whitsun

The Greek name for the Jewish
Festival of Weeks, or Shavout, which
comes seven weeks after Passover.
On the day of this feast, the followers
of Jesus received the gift of the Holy
Spirit.

Resurrection

The rising from the dead of Jesus on
the third day after the crucifixion. The
rising from the dead of believers at
the Last Day. The new, or risen, life of
Christians.

Trinity

Three persons in one God; doctrine of
the three-fold nature of God – Father,
Son and Holy Spirit.

Good Friday The Friday in Holy Week:
commemorates the day Jesus died
on the cross.
Grace

God’s love for humanity, Blessing,
Prayer of thanks before or after
meals.

Holy
Central service observed by most
Communion Churches recalling the last meal of
Jesus and celebrating his sacrificial
and saving death.
Holy Spirit

Holy Week

The third person of the Holy Trinity.
Divine presence and power and
dwelling within believers to make
them more like Christ and
empowering them to do God’s will.
The week before Easter when
Christians recall the last week of
Jesus’ life on Earth.
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Hinduism
More than 5,000 years ago, the faith known as
Hinduism began in India. It evolved out of the many
different practices of the ancient Indian people and
can be traced back to civilisations living in the
Indus Valley. Therefore, Hinduism is not a single
religion, but a family of religious traditions. Although
they show their faith in many ways, most Hindus
believe in God who is worshipped in many forms.
They also believe in reincarnation. Being a Hindu
means living your life in a certain way rather than
taking vows. Hindus worship at temples (Mandir)
and before entering, shoes are removed and hands
are washed. Hindus usually greet by raising hands,
palm to palm as if in prayer, with head slightly
bowed. The most popular times for prayer are at
dawn, noon and dusk.

Puja ceremony

WORSHIP IN THE HOME

Hindus try to pray at least once during the day before
breakfast. They often use the Gayatri mantra at
worship:

THE SHRINE

“We contemplate the most radiant lustre of the God
Savita (the Sun), the sustainer of Earth, Inter-Space
and Heaven. May he inspire our intellect.”

In most Hindu homes there is a shrine containing
small images of gods and goddesses. In some
shrines there are pictures of the deities, offerings of
food or other gifts and a small copper jar containing
water from the River Ganges. These shrines may be
arranged on one side of a shelf unit, in a special
room or fixed to the wall.
Using images in worship is an important part of
Hinduism and Hindus use the images as symbols of
the One God. Most rituals take place in the home,
and though there are different forms of worship, the
most common form is called puja. The woman of
the home usually takes care of the shrine. In the
morning she carries out puja. At the end of the day,
the mother performs puja again. The image is laid
down for the night.

This is a modified puja which can be simulated in the
classroom. Worshippers remove their shoes prior to
washing themselves and the puja dish. The images
are anointed with kum-kum, turmeric and sandalwood
paste. Candles and incense sticks are lit. The
worshippers meditate. Prayers are offered to Ganesha.
Passages are read from the Holy Scriptures. The diva
is lit and waved in front of the image(s).
Prayers are said. The bell is rung. Hands are placed
over the flame, and then brought towards the fire and
passed over the head. The bell is rung and offerings
from the puja dish are made. Holy food, (prashad) is
then shared among the worshippers. Cooked food is
also offered to the family deities before the midday
meal.

The worship often ends with these words:
“Peace be in the heavens; peace be on the earth. May
the waters flow peacefully. May the herbs and shrubs
grow peacefully. May all the divine powers bring us
peace. And may that peace come to us. Aum. Peace.
Peace. Peace.”

PUJA
Puja is the name given to the act of worship that is
practised daily in the home or in the Mandir
(temple). Because Hinduism is based on the
community rather than a congregation, puja is
carried out in the family as a shared act of worship.
The articles needed for the puja are usually put out
on a tray near the household shrine and may
include the following:
• a pot of water; a small bell; a diva; a dish of rice
grains, nuts, sweets, fruit or milk; flowers; a ghee
lamp; incense sticks; kuk-kum powder, yellow
turmeric powder and sandalwood paste.
In the Bhagavad-Gita the god Krishna says:
”Whoever offers me, with devotion and a pure
heart, a leaf, a flower, a fruit or a little water - I
accept this offering.”
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HINDU FESTIVALS
DIVALI AND DUSSEHRA
These are the most popular and important Hindu
festivals. They take place in October and November
and tell the story of Rama and Sita from the Holy
Scriptures known as ‘The Ramayana’.
Dusserhra celebrates the victory of good over evil.
This is the day when Rama and his brother
Lakshmana killed the evil demon Ravana, with the
help of Hanuman and his army of monkeys. On this
day effigies of Ravana are lit with fireworks.
Divali celebrates the homecoming of Rama and his
wife Sita and brother Lakshmana after fourteen years
of exile. Rama is the avatar of Vishnu and Sita is the
avatar of Lakshmi, the goddess of wealth and
prosperity. The festival celebrates the victory of good
over evil and light over darkness following the defeat
of Ravana. The festival is celebrated twenty days after
Dussehra as it took twenty days for Rama to travel
back to his kingdom after the victory.
In celebration the people clean and decorate their
houses. They wear new clothes and share sweets. The
real message of Divali is to forget any bitterness and
greet with love. There is much joy and happiness and
the festivals are colourful and bright. The word Divali
means ‘cluster of lights’. It is a new year festival and a
time for new beginnings. Houses are brightly lit with
candles or little lamps called divas placed in rows
outside and on window sills. The lights are to guide
and welcome Rama and Sita back to their rightful
place and to welcome Lakshmi into their homes.
People use special patterns made from coloured sand
on their doorsteps, called Rangoli patterns. These are
designed to entice Lakshmi into their homes and
Temples
RAKSHA BANDHAN
The festival of Raksha Bandhan takes place during
July or August at the full moon. It comes from two
Hindi words - “raksha” meaning “protection” and
“bandhan” meaning “to tie”. Together the words mean
“to tie for protection”.

There are a number of stories associated with the
festival. In one, it is said that the consort of Indra tied
a silken amulet around Indra’s wrist during a war
between the gods and the demons. As a result he was
able to win back his place in his celestial abode.
Another story tells of a warrior called Abhimanyu
being given an amulet by his grandmother. While he
was wearing it he was immune from harm. However,
when it broke in the heat of the battle he was
overpowered.
Raksha Bandhan is also the time when the family
priests visit the homes of their people to receive
presents. In some places it is also the time when the
sacred thread is changed. In one village some workers
tie coloured threads to their tools of trade and work is
suspended for the day and a festival meal is shared.
RAMA NAVAMI THE BIRTHDAY OF RAMA
The festival of Rama Navami or the birthday of Rama
takes place during March or April. It is celebrated in
most parts of India. Vishnu, one of the triumvirate of
Gods, was born into the world at different times . The
seventh avatar was as Rama. He was born at Ayodhya
at twelve noon exactly.
Ceremonies re-enacting the birth of the god are held
in many temples. In many such ceremonies, an image
or a picture of the infant Rama is placed inside a small
covered cradle. At noon the covering is removed.
Religious songs or bhajans are sung. The god is then
worshipped and sometimes the worshippers take
turns in rocking the cradle. Special food, prasada, is
offered to the god and is then shared with the
worshippers. In some parts of Gujarat the prasada is
made from ginger, molasses and dill grains. These
items are associated with the birth of children. In
Britain, the prasada has been made from ground
coriander seeds mixed with soft brown sugar and
sweetened milk mixed with yoghurt.
At Ayodhya a large bathing fair is held and in some
places images of Rama, Sita, Lakshmana and
Hanuman are carried in procession around the streets.

It is essentially a festival celebrating the relationship
between brothers and sisters. In north India girls and
married women tie a rakhi (amulet) on the right wrists
of brothers. The idea behind this is the wish to protect
them from evil influences of various kinds. In return
the girls receive cash and gifts. Rakhi can take a wide
variety of forms. They are usually colourful and are
purchased from stall set up for the purpose. If a
brother is some way away then the rakhi may be sent
by post. Many Hindu families in Britain follow this
practice.
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JANANMASHTAMI / KRISHNA JAYANTI THE
BIRTHDAY OF KRISHNA
The festival commemorating Krishna’s birth takes
place in August or September. Like Rama, Krishna is
an avatar of the god Vishnu. He is of immense
importance to many Hindus.
Krishna can be seen in many different ways within
Hinduism. For some he is an epic hero and for others
he is identified as God, being fully personal and
accessible and also having divine attributes. For yet
others Krishna is a young child who can get up to
pranks and also astound his mother and others with
his divine powers. As a young man Krishna plays
amorously with the gopis, the cow-herd girls who
gave their love selflessly to him. Radha is seen as the
most important gopi, she is Krishna’s self-giving lover
and the symbol of the worshipper in relation to God.
Worshippers of Krishna worship in an emotional and
intense manner, singing devotional songs and at times
dancing in their expression of loving devotion to their
lord.
Krishna is said to have been born at midnight so many
worshippers fast and stay up until that time in order to
greet the baby Krishna with singing and dancing.
Butter and curds are offered. He was born at Mathura
and spent his childhood at Vrindaban and in these
places there is much celebration. Pilgrims from all
over India come to the temples here to take part in the
prayers, songs and celebrations. The temples are
decorated with flowers and fruit. The home is also a
centre for celebration and an image of the baby
Krishna may be placed on a small swing or in a cradle
and pictures of events from Krishna’s life may be
displayed.

GOD, GODS AND GODDESSES
ONE GOD: Brahman is the one God - truth, eternal. Neither
male nor female without form.

THE TRIMURTI - BRAHMA, VISHNU,
SHIVA.
BRAHMA - Male:
Creates the world.
SARASWATI - Female:
Learning and the arts.
VISHNU - Male:
Preserver, protects the creation.
LAXMI - Female:
Good fortune, modesty, gentleness
SHIVA - Male:
The destroyer. Destroys part of the creation so that
Brahma can continually create.
PARVATI - Female:
Mild. Mother goddess.
DURGA - Female:
Warlike.
KALI - Female:
Bloodthirsty, demanding sacrifices.
GANESHA - Male:
Son of Shiva and Parvati. New ventures, fortune.

There are stories told about the origin of the festival. In
one the demon king Kamsa decided to kill all the
children born to his sister Devaki because he had
been told by his advisers that he would be in mortal
danger form one of them. Kamsa imprisoned his sister
and brother-in -law and killed each child immediately
after birth. Just before the birth of her eighth child,
Krishna, Devaki persuaded her sister to exchange
babies. Thus Krishna survived and later killed the
demon king.
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GLOSSARY
Ahimsa

Not killing, non-violence, respect for life

Krishna

Arti

Welcoming ceremony in which articles
such as incense and lamps are offered
to the deity or to saintly people.

The descent of Vishnu in bodily form on
earth. Krishna’s teachings are found in
the Bhagavad Gita.

Mandir

Temple, the Hindu place of worship.

Moksha

Liberation from the continuous cycle of
birth and death and the final stage of
existence.

Navaratri

The Nine Nights Festival held in honour
of the goddess Durgar.

Parvati

The consort of Shiva, also known as
Durga.

Pravachan

A lecture or talk based on the
scriptures.

Puja

Worship. General term referring to a
variety of practices in the home or
Mandirs.

Rakshan
Bandhan

The festival where women tie a
decorative bracelet on their brother’s
wrists.

Rama

The incarnation of the Lord and hero of
the Ramayana.

Ramayana

The Hindu epic that relates the story of
Rama and Sita, written by the sage
Valmiki thousands of years ago.

Samsara

The cycle of birth, death and rebirth.

Seva

Service to the divine or to humanity.

Shiva

A Hindu god. The name means kindly or
auspicious.

Shivaratri

The annual festival celebrated in honour
of Shiva. Also called Mahashivaratri.

Sita

The divine consort of Rama.

Varna

Colour; The four divisions of Hindu
society. Caste refers to sub-divisions
and not to varnas themselves.

Vrat

Vow; often including abstention from
certain foods.

Atman

Self; can refer to body, mind or soul,
depending on context. Ultimately, it
refers to the real self, the soul which is
indestructible and reborn.

Avatar

One who descends; refers to the
descent of a deity, most commonly
Vishnu.

Bhajan

Devotional hymn or song.

Bhagavad
Gita

The song of the lord. Spoken by
Krishna and the most important
scripture for Hindus.

Brahman

Dharma

Divali

Durga

Havan

The ultimate reality from which
everything emanates, in which it rests
and into which it is dissolved.
Religion or religious duty; literal
translation is ‘that which sustains one’s
existence.’ The individual’s personal
code of conduct; it is to be followed in
all situations to effect good practice.
Guides atman towards final liberation.
Festival of lights at the end of one year
and beginning of the new year,
according to the Hindu calendar.
Female deity. A form of the goddess
Parvati, wife of Shiva.
Also known as Agnihotra. The basis of
many Hindu rituals used at weddings
and on other ceremonial occasions; the
ceremony or act of worship in which
offerings of ghee and grains are made
into fire.

Holi

The festival of colours celebrated in
Spring.

Jati

Caste; occupational kinship.

Karma

The total effect of an individual’s good
or bad actions. The existences which
the individual atman occupies in
successive lives are determined by its
karma in a previous existence.
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Islam
Islam means the voluntary surrender to the will of
Allah and obedience to His commands. Allah, an
Arabic word, is the name of God. The Islamic way of
life is based on total obedience to Allah. This is the
way to obtain peace here and hereafter. Hence, Islam
also means peace. A person who freely and
consciously accepts the Islamic way of life, and
practices it, is called a Muslim.
Today there are more than one billion followers
across the world and Muslims represent over 3% of
the population in England. Practising Muslims adhere
to strict dietary requirements. Halal denotes all
permissible foods and drinks while Haram means
forbidden. Muslim men congregate at the Mosque for
prayer at midday on Fridays. There is running water
for people to wash before prayer and there may be
separate entrances for men and women. Most
Muslims follow a code of modesty relating to
covering bare flesh. There is no formal dress code in
Islam; it is the principle of modesty that is stressed.
Because festivals are celebrated according to the
lunar calendar, the festival dates change every year.
The language of worship is Arabic since the Qur’an
was revealed in this language.

BASIC BELIEFS
The three fundamental Islamic beliefs are:
TAWHID

(oneness of Allah)

RISALAH (Prophet hood)
AKHIRAH (Life after death)
Tawhid is the most important Islamic belief. It implies
that everything on this earth originates from the one
and only creator who is also the sustainer and sole

source of guidance. The creator and the source of
guidance is one and therefore deserves worship and
obedience from mankind. Allah is neither born nor is
anyone born of him (monotheism). Human beings are
his subjects and He is the supreme and ever active
Lord of the universe; Allah, the one.
Risalah is the channel of communication between
Allah and mankind. Allah, the creator, has left man
with guidance (Hidayah) for the conduct of his life.
He has sent down His guidance through selected
people to convey it to their fellow men. These chosen
people are called prophets and messengers. The
message from all the prophets and messengers is
one and the same.
They all urge the people of their time to obey and
worship Allah alone and none other. Allah has also
sent down books of guidance through prophets
and messengers. The Qur’an which was revealed
to the Prophet Muhammad (P.B.U.H.)* is the last
of these books of guidance. The Qur’an deals with
man and his ultimate goal in life. Its teachings
cover all areas of this life and the life after death.
It contains principles, doctrines and directions for
every sphere of human life including the tenant
that all human beings are equal regardless of
creed or religion.
Akhirah means life after death. A believer is
accountable to his creator on the day of
judgement. Belief in Akhirah implies that all our
actions will be judged by Allah in the life
hereafter. A person who obeys Allah throughout
his life will be rewarded a permanent place of
happiness in paradise. The person judged to be
an evil-doer will be punished and sent to Hell, a
place of suffering.

* The Prophet Muhammad is regarded highly by Muslims and it is usual to say the blessing ‘peace be upon
him’ after his name or (P.B.U.H). A symbol is also available in the electronic version of the schemes of work.
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FIVE BASIC DUTIES OR PILLARS OF
ISLAM
Muslims have five sacred duties to perform as part
of their faith called the Five Pillars of Islam. These
are: the proclamation that God is One and
Muhammad (P.B.U.H.) is his prophet (Shahadah),
offering prayer 5 times a day (Salat), almsgiving
(Zakat), fasting during Ramadan (Saum), and
undertaking a pilgrimage to Makkah (Mecca) at
least once in a lifetime, if it is possible.
1. SHAHDAH (declaration of faith)
There is no God except of Allah. Muhammad
(P.B.U.H) is Allah’s messenger
2. SALAH (compulsory prayers)
Prayers are offered five times a day individually or
in congregation. Salah provides a chance to make
adjustments and corrections in life. It is a moral
and physical training aimed at keeping a human
being fully obedient to his creator. The five daily
prayers are:-

5. HAJJ (pilgrimage to the house of Allah)
This is an annual event which is obligatory for those
Muslims who can afford to undertake it at least once
during their lifetime. Hajj symbolises the unity and
equality of mankind.

WORSHIP
Visitors to a mosque will be expected to dress
modestly, with arms and legs covered. Women should
have their heads covered too. Shoes are removed and
women and men go to separate rooms and sit on the
floor. Care is taken not to point feet towards the
‘Qibla’ (wall niche which shows the direction of
Makkah - the direction Muslims face when praying).
Music and raising of the voice is forbidden. Muslims
are required to pray five times a day at set times,
according to the positions of the sun. They face
towards Makkah and prostrate themselves to pray in
a clean area, wearing clean clothes. Shoes are
removed and heads are usually covered before
prayer. Men are encouraged to take part in special
prayers on Fridays which includes a sermon.

FAJR

(Dawn prayers)

PILGRIMAGE

ZUHR

(After mid-day prayers)

ASR

(Later afternoon prayers)

Makkah, the Prophet Muhammad’s (P.B.U.H.)
birthplace, is the holiest place on earth for the
majority of Muslims called Sunnis. They travel to
Makkah on Hajj (a pilgrimage) at least once in their
lifetime. The other main branch of Islam (about ten
per cent of Muslims) is called Shia. Many Shi’ites
regard the city of Karbala, in Iraq and, in particular,
the Imam Hussein mosque, as their place of
pilgrimage.

MAGHRIB (After sunset prayers)
ISHA

(Night prayers)

3. ZAKAH (welfare contribution)
This is a compulsory payment from the annual
savings of a Muslim. Zakah rate is two and a half
percent on cash, jewellery and precious metals. There
is another rate for animals and agricultural produce.
Zakah can only be spent on the poor and needy, the
disabled, the oppressed and lonely, to free captives
and debtors and for other welfare purposes. Zakah is
an act of worship and designed to develop an
equitable society where everyone has a right to
contribute and share.
4. SAWM (fasting during Ramadan)
This is required to undertake to please the creator.
From dawn to sunset, every day during the month of
Ramadan (the ninth month of the Islamic calendar), a
Muslim refrains from eating, drinking, smoking and
conjugal relations. It is a means of achieving selfcontrol designed to raise a person’s moral and
spiritual standards above selfishness, greed, laxity
and other vices.
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Islam
ISLAMIC FESTIVALS:
NEW YEAR / DAY OF HIJRA:
The Islamic year starts on the day which celebrates Muhammad’s departure from Makkah to Medina in AD622.
THE BIRTH OF THE PROPHET:
The whole month of Rabi-ul awal is spent in celebration of the Prophet Muhammad’s (P.B.U.H.) birth in AD570 and
his life.
LAILA AL-BAR’H/THE NIGHT OF FORGIVENESS:
In preparation for Ramadan, Muslims seek to forgive old grievances against each other.
RAMADAN:
For the whole month, Muslims abstain from food and drink during the hours of daylight.
LAILAT AL-QADR / THE NIGHT OF POWER:
The commemoration of the revelation of the Qur’an to the Prophet Muhammad (P.B.U.H.).
‘EID AL-FITR:
The joyful festival which marks the end of Ramadan. Gifts are distributed to the poor and to children.
DHU AL-HIJJA/ THE MONTH OF PILGRIMAGE:
The great pilgrimage (Hajj) to Makkah should be made during this month Dua al Hijja.
‘EID AL-ADHA / THE FESTIVAL OF SACRIFICE:
A three day festival which is held worldwide, coinciding with the end of the pilgrimage to Makkah. Animal sacrifices
are made and the meat is given to the poor.
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Islam
GLOSSARY
Allah

The Islamic name for God in the
Arabic language.

The First of
Muharram

The beginning of the Islamic year.

Eid-ul Adha

marks the end of time of annual
pilgrimage.

Muslim

One who claims to have accepted
Islam by professing Shahadah.

Eid-ul-Fitr

ends the month of Ramadan.

Qadar

Hajarah

Wife of the Prophet Ibrahim, and
mother of the Prophet Isma’il.

Allah’s complete and final control
over the fulfilment of events or
destiny.

Qur’an
Hajj

Annual pilgrimage to Makkah,
which each Muslim must undertake
at least once in a lifetime if he or
she has the health and wealth.

The Divine Book revealed to the
Prophet Muhammad (P.B.U.H.).
Allah’s final revelation to
humankind.

Ramadan
Ibrahim

Abraham. A prophet of Allah to
whom the ‘scrolls’ were given.

Isma’il

A Prophet of Allah and son of the
Prophet Ibrahim and Hajarah.

Islam

Peace obtained through willing
obedience to Allah’s divine
guidance.

The ninth month of the Islamic
calendar, during which fasting is
required from just before dawn
until sunset, as ordered by Allah in
the Qur’an with Traveeh (special
prayer on completion of reading of
the Qu’ran).

Salah

Communication with and worship
of, Allah; performed under specific
conditions, in the manner taught by
the Prophet Muhammad (P.B.U.H.)
and recited in Arabic. The five daily
times of salah are fixed by Allah.

Shahadah

Declaration of faith which consists
of the statement: ‘There is no God
except Allah, Muhammad (P.B.U.H.)
as the final Messenger of Allah.’

Tawhid

Belief in the Oneness of Allah.

Ummah

Community; World-wide community
of Muslims; the nation of Islam.

Zakah

Purification of wealth by payment of
annual welfare due; an obligatory
act of worship.

Khums

Contribution (additional to zakah)
of one fifth of annual income paid
by Muslims.

Laylat alBara’at

The night on which the angels are
informed of who is to live or die
during the year, who is to be
forgiven and who is condemned

Makkah

City where the Prophet Muhammad
(P.B.U.H.) was born.

Milad-un Nabi Commemoration of the Prophet
Muhammad’s (P.B.U.H.) birth and
explanations of his life.
Muhammad
(P.B.U.H.)

‘Praised’: name of the final
Prophet.
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Judaism
Judaism is an ancient religion originating in the
Middle East which dates back more than 5,000
years. Followers worship one God.
Jews believe that God is all-powerful (omnipotent),
all-knowing (omniscient), all-present (omnipresent)
and benevolent. Thus, Jews believe that the
concept of God is outside human understanding.
This is why there are no images of God in
Synagogues or books and why Jews do not
pronounce the sacred name, but instead use the
word Lord. Out of respect for Jewish beliefs, the
symbol G-d is often used in written texts.

aspect of life. Jewish people pray and study in a
synagogue, which is also used as a community
centre for Jewish families to gather. In a traditional
synagogue there is separate seating for men and
women. Devout Jewish people pray three times a
day, in the morning, afternoon and evening. They
are religiously required to eat food prepared in a
specially prescribed way (‘Kosher’). Hebrew is the
language of prayer and is learned by children in
synagogue class.

Jews believe they are all the children of Abraham,
the man who brought God’s message to the people.
(Abraham lived in what is now Iraq more than
4,000 years ago). The holy book or Torah, tells
the story of how God promised to protect
Abraham’s people if they vowed to love and
obey God, and to follow God’s laws known as
the Ten Commandments, handed down from
God to Moses. Traditional Jews believe that
the laws and teachings of the Torah (five
books of Moses) must be followed as laid
down in the time of Moses. Progressive Jews
believe that some of the teachings can be
adapted to allow for modern life. The Talmud, a
huge collection of interpretations and
commentaries provides guidance on a total way of
life with a code of conduct which applies to every

PESACH (PASSOVER)
Pesach is an eight day festival that reminds Jews of the story of their ancestors, the Israelites who were
delivered from slavery in Egypt and led to freedom by Moses after the intervention of God (ref: Exodus, the
second book of the Jewish Torah). The festival begins with a special meal called the Seder where specific food
is eaten. The food symbolises elements of the exodus from Egypt and reminds Jews of the slavery of their
ancestors and their joy at reaching the Promised Land:Food

Symbolism

Bitter root

representing the struggle and harsh lives of the
slaves

Salty water

representing their tears

Charoset (mixed apples, dates and nuts)

representing the cement the slaves made to build
the pharaoh’s cities

Lamb

representing God’s plague passing over the homes
marked with lamb’s blood

Matzoh (yeastless bread)

representing the slaves fleeing Egypt- the bread had
no time to rise

Green leaf/vegetable

representing new life in the Promised Land

During the Seder, the story of Pesach is told. It is a tradition for the youngest child to ask set questions about
why this night is different from all other nights of the year.
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Judaism
ROSH HASHANAH
Rosh Hashanah means literally “Head of the Year”
and refers to the Jewish New Year celebrations. It
occurs on the first day of Tishrei and can fall in
either September or October of the secular
calendar. Some Jews celebrate one day of the
holiday whilst others observe two days.
The Jewish New Year has a significance which
differs from the secular new year. While there are
common elements of joy and celebration, Rosh
Hashanah is far more than an evening of parties
and entertainment. It is a deeply religious
occasion, ushering in a period of profound spiritual
significance. For Rosh Hashanah marks the
beginning of the ten days of repentance leading to
Yom Kipur, the Day of Atonement. These ten days
are called the “Days of Awe”, Aseret Yemay
Teshuva, the holiest period of the year. This serious
aspect of Rosh Hashanah is reflected in another
name of the day, Yom Hadin, the “Day of
Judgement”. This concept is reflected in the
greetings used on the day, when tradition holds that
the Book of Life is opened.
It should be noted that within the Prayer Book, Rosh
Hashanah is known as Rosh Hazikaron, the “Day of
Remembrance”. This is usually understood in
terms of God remembering all his creatures on this
day and is therefore linked with judgement. It can
also be interpreted that on this day God remembers
the “Binding of Isaac”. This faithful act of Abraham
in being prepared to sacrifice his son Isaac, is
regarded as a means of atonement for his
descendants (Genesis 22). The use of the shofar, a
ram’s horn, may reflect this tradition.

accounts were made, and it was also believed to
mark the anniversary of the creation of the world.
For these reasons the first of Tishrei has come to
be regarded as marking the Jewish New Year.
PREPARING FOR ROSH HASHANAH
According to Judaism preparation for the period of
the Days of Awe begins on the first day of Elul, one
month before Rosh Hashanah, in most synagogues
the shofar is sounded during the weekday morning
service and special prayers such as Psalm 27 are
recited.
After midnight on the Saturday night at least four
days before Rosh Hashanah, special prayers are
said in the synagogue. These are called Selichot,
and are prayers of repentance and ask or
forgiveness. The custom arose because the
psalmist declared: “At midnight I will rise to thank
You (God)”. (Psalm 119.62.)
Selichot are said during each of the ten days of
repentance leading up to Yom Kippur.
THE EVE OF ROSH HASHANAH
As the sun sets on the eve of Rosh Hashanah so
the New Year enters. The service in the synagogue
is the normal evening service but with certain
special prayers for Rosh Hashanah.

NEW YEAR
Although called the beginning of the year, it is not
really that for it occurs on the first day of Tishrei,
the seventh month. In ancient times there were
four ‘new years’ in the Jewish calendar. Each one
had a special significance: the first of Nissan, in the
Spring, the month in which the Passover occurs:
the first of Elul, the new year for the tithing of the
cattle, when one in ten were offered as a sacrifice
to God: the first of Tishrei, the beginning of the
agricultural year, when the old harvest had finished
and the new begun: the fifteenth of Shevat, the
‘New Year of the Trees’, Tu Bishvat. The Torah
refers to Nissan as the first month of the Jewish
year, however, the first of Tishrei emerged into what
is now known as Rosh Hashanah. Tishrei marked
the beginning of the Autumn rains in Israel and the
soil was ploughed for the winter grain: it marked
the beginning of the financial year when new
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The usual greeting of friends and relatives at Rosh
Hashanah is according to a traditional formula:
“May you be inscribed unto a good year”. In
Hebrew to a male: Leshanah tovah tikatev (plural
tikatevu): to a female: Leshanu tovah tikatevee
(plural tikatavna). A greeting applying to all and so
used on greetings cards is Ketivah ve-Hatimah
tovah, meaning “May the decision to be inscribed
and sealed be good”. These greetings refer to the
tradition that there is a Book of Life in Heaven in
which every act, word and thought of each human
being is written down during the twelve months of
the year. On Rosh Hashanah, this Book of Life is
opened and the good and evil deeds of each person
is examined. This record is the basis upon which
the fate of each individual is decided. Into the Book
of Life is written each person’s fate for the coming
year. The greeting is to express the hope that the
fate that has been inscribed is a good one. Hence
the other name, reflecting the serious theme of the
day Yom Hadin, the ‘Day of Judgement’. The Book
of Life is sealed on the Day of Atonement.
On returning home from the synagogue the parents
bless the children, the mother speaks a blessing
and then lights the candles. If the eve of the
festival falls on a Friday she lights the candles and
then says the blessing, since Friday sunset marks
the beginning of the Sabbath and no work is to be
done. She speaks the blessing used on all festivals
except Yom Kippur. Baruch atah Adonai, Elohenu
melech ha-olam, asher kideshanu be-mitzvotav,
ve-tzivanu le-hadlik ner (shel Shabbat v’shel) yom
tov. “Blessed are You, O Lord our God, King of the
universe, who has sanctified us by His
commandments and commanded us to kindle (the
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Sabbath and) the holiday lights”. Then follows the
Shehecheyanu: Baruch atah Adonai, Elohenu
melech haolam, shehecheyanu, ve-kieymanu, vehigiyanu la-zeman ha-zeh. “Blessed are You, O Lord
our God, King of the universe, who has given us life,
and sustained us, and permitted us to reach this
moment”.
The kiddush, the prayer recognising the sanctity of
the day, is recited on the first two evenings of Rosh
Hashanah. This commences with the blessing for
drinking wine and is spoken over the wine. Baruch
atah Adonai, Elohenu melech ha-olem, boray peri
ha-gafen. “Blessed are You, O Lord our God, King of
the universe, who created the fruit of the vine”.
The blessing over the bread is then spoken. Each
person present then receives a share. The challah
or loaf is circular, a wheel. There are many
explanations for this custom. Some people see the
round shape as reflecting the continuing cycle of
the year and the seasons. The most common
interpretation is that the challah resembles a crown,
thus symbolising the kingship of God. This is in
accord with another main theme of the day, the
Kingship of God. According to custom, the bread
may be dipped into honey before being eaten,
symbolising the desire that the year may be sweet.
The same idea led to the dipping of a sweet apple in
honey. After the challah each person may have a
slice of the honeyed apple. Following the blessing for
fruit, a plea is offered: “May it be Your will, Lord our
God and God of our fathers, to renew unto us a good
and sweet year”.
The meal that follows contains no sour or bitter food
so the symbolism of sweetness continues.
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ROSH HASHANAH MORNING

YOM KIPPUR

The service at the synagogue commences early.
During the service the shofar (ram’s horn) is
sounded. Before the sounding of the shofar Psalm
37 is recited. There are three types of blast sounded
on Rosh Hashanah: the tekia is one long blast: the
shevarim is a series of three undulating short blasts:
the terua is a series of nine staccato blasts.
Depending on the congregation the number of blasts
sounded in the course of the service can range from
thirty-six to one hundred: The shofar is sounded
because the festival is based on the Bible. In
Leviticus 23.24-25 it states: “In the seventh month,
the first day of the month, you shall observe a day of
solemn rest, a memorial proclaimed with the blowing
of the shofar, a holy convocation”. In accordance
with this commandment the shofar is blown.

Yom Kippur means ‘Day of Atonement’ and refers to
the annual Jewish observance of fasting, prayer
and repentance. This takes place on the tenth
Tishrei, and is the culmination of the period of
repentance begun at Rosh Hashanah. Most Jews
consider Yom Kippur to be the most holy day of the
year. Yom Kippur dates from Biblical times. In three
separate passages in the Torah the Jewish people
are told that “the tenth day of the seventh month is
the Day of Atonement. It shall be a sacred occasion
for you: You shall practise self denial....” (Leviticus
23.27). That commandment became the basis of
Yom Kippur.

ROSH HASHANAH AFTERNOON
Returning home the parents bless their children. In
the kiddush, words are spoken which sum up the
day: “Sound on the day of renewal, when the moon
is hidden, the shofar for our festival. It is the
ordinance for Israel, a time of judgement for the God
of Jacob”. (Psalm 81.4-5). The family join in the
festival meal.

The Biblical ceremony of atonement was quite
different from that practised today. The high priest
of the Temple performed a rite of expiation on
behalf of all the people. Leviticus 16.7-22
describes the ritual. Two goats were brought
before the priest. One was sacrificed on the altar
as an offering for the people’s sin. The priest then
placed his hands on the head of the second goat
and confessed over it the sins of the people. The
goat was then driven off into the wilderness,
symbolically carrying with it the guilt the Israelites
had accumulated during the year. This custom is
the origin of the term ‘scapegoat’, the projecting of
blame for personal deeds upon another.

FOOD FOR ROSH HASHANAH
Fruit: it is traditional to serve seasonal fruit not
previously eaten during the year. Pomegranates,
apples, figs and grapes are frequently served.
Pomegranates are used as a symbol of fertility,
because of the number of seeds contained within
them. It is hoped that Rosh Hashanah will usher in
a productive and fruitful new year.
Tayglach (Yiddish for “dough pieces”): this consists
of dough pieces which are boiled in a honey syrup
until golden brown. The sticky, crunchy tayglach
are sometimes garnished with chopped nuts or
candied fruits.
Lekach (portion): this is the Yiddish word for honey
cake. Honey cake may be eaten as a pre-service,
morning snack symbolising the hope that one will
be blessed with a ‘goodly portion’ during the
coming year.
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After the destruction of the Temple the possibility of
sacrifice ended and the Jewish people found other
ways of expressing their need for spiritual release
from guilt. Prayer, fasting and giving to charity
came to replace the sacrifice of animals as the
means of absolution.
THE CELEBRATION
In the late afternoon of the day before Yom Kippur
there is a large meal taken which must be eaten
before sunset. This large meal is taken mainly
due to the anxiety about the coming fast. A
traditional dish served at this time is Kreplach;
triangular shaped dumplings often filled with
chopped meat and chopped onions. The challah,
or bread, baked for this meal may be shaped into,
or be marked with, a bird with wings. This
symbolises the aspiration of man to attain the
level of angels, and the sheltering protection of
God (see Isaiah 31.5).
After this meal has been eaten, every female over
twelve and male over thirteen will fast until the
sunset of the following day. No eating or drinking
is permitted. Judaism has a deep reverence for
life, and, though the fast is of great importance, it
is never allowed to jeopardise health.
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The fast is to enable the Jewish people to
concentrate on the meaning of Yom Kippur, not to
punish the body. It is to enable the people to ignore
their physical desires and instead stress their
spiritual needs. It allows for the concentration on
prayer, repentance and self-improvement.
Before the meal there are some things which
should be done. It is a basic Jewish teaching
that Yom Kippur does not atone for the wrongs
committed against other people, but only for
transgressions against God. It has become
customary for Jews to seek out those whom
they have wronged during the year and to
personally ask for forgiveness before Yom
Kippur begins. The person asked for
forgiveness must forgive. Yom Kippur thus
becomes a healing time for broken
relationships within the community. Yom Kippur
should be a time when all families should be at
peace. Yom Kippur gives a yearly opportunity,
at the beginning of the year, for past hurts to be
put aside and to make new beginnings.
A custom relating to Yom Kippur involves
perpetuating the memory of loved ones who
have died. Many Jews visit the cemetery on
the day before Yom Kippur and light a twentyfour hour candle in memory of the departed.
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Following the meal the father blesses the children
and says: “May God make you as Ephraim and
Manasseh. May it be the will of our Father in
Heaven to plant in your heart love of Him. May
you wish to study the Torah and its
commandments. May your lips speak the truth
and your hands do good deeds. May you be
inscribed for a long and happy life”.
A candle may be lit before leaving home for the
synagogue. The following blessing may be used:
Baruch atah Adonai, Elohenu melech ha-olam,
asher kideshanu be-mitzvotav, ve-tzivanu lehadlik ner shel Yom Ha-kippurim. “Blessed are
You, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who
has sanctified us with His commandments, and
commanded us to kindle the lights of Yom
Kippur”.
When the meal is over the family departs for services
at the synagogue. The Yom Kippur evening service is
call Kol Nidre. It is called this because the first words
of prayer are Kol Nidre. This literally means ‘all
vows’. The main version of the words used in the
service state that all vows and oaths not carried out
are hereby cancelled and made void. These vows are
not the promises made in the course of everyday life
which cannot be done away with by reciting a prayer.
The vows referred to are those made by man to God
either under duress or innocently. The Kol Nidre is
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chanted three times. The tallit or prayer shawl is
worn at this service although much of it takes place
after dark. This is the only time that the tallit is
allowed to be worn after dark. Many traditional Jews
wear white on Yom Kippur as a symbol of purity on
the day when there is cleansing from sin.
Services begin early on Yom Kippur day and last until
evening. Several times during the day the
congregation makes a confession to every possible
kind of sin or wrongdoing. This prayer is called Al
Het, and in it Jews ask for forgiveness for such sins
as dishonesty, disrespect for parents, cruelty and the
like. The confessions are made by the congregation
as a whole and forgiveness asked for the
congregation as a whole. This congregational act of
confession whereby the individual confesses sins he
or she has not and would not even dream of
committing, is important to the community for two
reasons.
Firstly, it is to support those who may have
committed these sins and, secondly, it is to save
them the embarrassment of confessing alone. In the
afternoon the Book of Jonah is read. In this book the
story tells of the people of Nineveh spared from
destruction as a result of true repentance. It is
significant that the citizens of Nineveh are not
Jewish. This teaches the belief that God’s mercy and
compassion extends to all people.
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The last service of the day is in the evening and is
the Ne’ilah or ‘closing of the Temple gates’. It
represents the closing of the gates of Heaven
towards which the prayers of the day have been
directed. At the very end of the evening service the
shofar is blown for the first and only time on Yom
Kippur. The note is a long and steady one - as long
as the breath lasts out. Havdalah is then performed.
After this the congregation cry out “Next year in
Jerusalem”. The Day of Atonement is over and the
people return home to break the fast that has lasted
since sunset the day before.

REPENTANCE

GREETINGS

This was precious but not the most precious. Back to
earth flew the angel. This time he came back with the
last breath of a woman who had sacrificed her life for
others. This was more precious but still the angel was
sent back to find something more precious. Suddenly
he saw a criminal just about to kill his innocent victim.
At the very last moment the criminal felt sorry for his
victim. He repented and did not do the terrible deed.
As he watched his victim struggle within his grasp the
attacker blinked and a tear ran down his cheek. The
angel scooped up the tear and carried it off to Heaven.
The tear of repentance was the most precious thing on
earth and the angel had fulfilled his punishment and
was accepted once more into Heaven.

A common greeting on Yom Kippur is Gemar
Chatimah Tovah, “May you be finally sealed for
good”. According to legend, the books of life and
death for the coming year were sealed at the close
of Yom Kippur. Jews, therefore, began to wish each
other a kindly fate. The blessing of the children
refers also to the book of life: that a long and happy
life may be inscribed within this book for them.

The Hebrew word for repentance, teshuvah, means
‘return’. In Judaism repentance is more than just a
pious term, it involves the active turning away from
past errors and an active ‘return’ to a just and good life.
Two sayings illustrate the importance of this idea of
‘return’. “Return is greater than prayer”, and “Return
was created before the world” ie as a ‘repair kit’ to put
things right. Two stories told illustrate this. An angel
who had done wrong was punished for this by God who
sent him to earth to bring back the most precious thing
he could find. The angel returned with a drop of blood
from a soldier dying for his country.

There is also a version of the Prodigal Son story
illustrating the forgiving nature of God and his
willingness to accept the returner, the repentant,
indeed, his willingness to meet the returner half way.
In this story the son goes on a journey so far away from
the father that he has not the strength to come back all
the way. The father says to him, “Come back as far as
you can and I will come to meet you.”

SUKKOT

THE SHOFAR
Various explanations are given as to why the shofar
is sounded as Yom Kippur ends. Some say that the
practice recalls the giving of the Torah at Sinai when
the shofar was blown. Others say that the shofar
signals the triumph of Israel over its sins for another
year and heralds the possible coming of the
Messiah.
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Sukkot is popularly known as the Festival of Booths or
Festival of Tabernacles. It occurs five days after Yom
Kippur, on the fifteenth day of Tishrei, and lasts for eight
days (seven days in the Reform tradition). In the
secular calendar it usually falls in late September or
early October. In the Bible, Sukkot is called Hag HaSukkot, The Festival of Booths, or Hag Ha-Asif, the
Festival of Ingathering. The word Sukkot is the Hebrew
word for Booths, the singular being Sukkah. In the Bible
the people are commanded to “Live in booths (sukkot)
seven days in order that future generations may know
that I made the Israelite people live in booths when I
brought them out of the land of Egypt” (Leviticus
23.43-43). Today, this festival reminds the Jews of
the wandering of the people of Israel in the desert for
forty years. During those years they lived in
makeshift shelters made out of dry palms and such
branches as they could find.
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When the people had settled in Canaan, they
discovered that the Autumn when Sukkot was
celebrated was also the time when they
gathered in the crops. So Sukkot became a
double celebration. Sukkot became linked with
the harvest and became known also as the
Festival of Ingathering. This reflected the words
of the Bible “Celebrate the Feast of Ingathering
at the end of the year, when you gather in your
crops from the field” (Exodus 23.16). Sukkot
became one of the three Pilgrim festivals on
which Jews from all over Palestine would make
pilgrimage to the Temple at Jerusalem. They
would bring a portion of their harvest’s
firstfruits to be offered as a sacrifice to God by
the High Priest as a thanksgiving for the
harvest.
After the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE
Sukkot became a synagogue and home
celebration marked by unique celebrations and
rituals.

It is to have at least three walls, while the fourth
may be open. The wall may be made of any
material, generally canvas, wood or metal. The
roof is to be temporary made of branches so that
the stars may shine through. Once the sukkah is
built it is common to decorate it with hanging fruit
from the roof, putting posters and pictures on the
walls and even laying a carpet on the floor. The
sukkah becomes like a home.
During the festival some families eat their meals in
the sukkah whilst others may even sleep in there.
On the first two nights of the festival tradition calls
for the family to enter the sukkah and recite the
special blessing at the meal: Baruch Atah Adonai
Elohenu Melech ha’olam asher kideshanu
bemitzvotav vetzivanu leishev basukah. “Blessed
are You, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who
has made us holy through His commandments and
commanded us to dwell in the sukkah”. Central to
the outworking of this festival is the sense of
hospitality. Guests are often invited to meals to
share in the festival.

THE CELEBRATION: THE SUKKAH
Preparation for Sukkot begins almost immediately
after Yom Kippur with the building of the sukkah.
The sukkah is a hut or booth that is built for use
during this festival. It is a temporary shelter built
by a family in the garden or within the grounds of
the synagogue. The Jewish law and tradition is
quite explicit about the construction or the sukkah.
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THE ETROG AND THE LULAV
In the sukkah are kept the etrog and the lulav. The
etrog is a citron, a special lemon-like fruit used in
the Sukkot ritual. The lulav is a sheaf of long palm
fronds, fastened with three myrtle branches on the
right and two willow branches on the left and is
also used in the Sukkot ceremony. These are used
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as part of the celebration and are commanded in
the Bible. “On the first day, you shall take the fruit
of a goodly tree (etrog), palm branches, (myrtle)
boughs and willows, and rejoice in the Lord”
(Leviticus 23.40). Myrtle is not actually mentioned,
but is understood to be referred to here. These
items are commonly called the four species.

left. Next bring the etrog and lulav to the front,
rest both briefly against the chest, then, holding
them upright, raise them up toward the heavens
and then lower them towards the ground.

Traditional Jews perform the ritual of the lulav and
etrog every day of the festival in the morning. The
traditional ritual is as follows:

The shaking of the lulav in all directions was
seen as an affirmation of God’s omnipresence.

Facing east, the lulav is placed in the right hand
and the etrog in the left with the small
protuberance upwards. The spine of the lulav
faces the holder, with the myrtle on the right and
the willow on the left. The hands are then
brought together so that the lulav and the etrog
are side by side.
Next, a special blessing is recited: Baruch Atah
Adonai Elohenu Melech ha’olam asher
kideshanu bemitzvotav vetzivanu al netilat lulav.
“Blessed are You, O Lord our God, King of the
universe, who has made us holy by His
commandments and commanded us to take up
(wave) the lulav”.
On the first day of the festival the following
prayer is also recited: “Blessed are You, O Lord
our God, King of the universe, for having kept us
alive and sustained us, and enabled us to reach
and enjoy this day”.
Finally, the etrog, with the protuberance
downwards, and lulav together are pointed in six
different directions and waved each time. Some
people wave only once, others wave three times.
Moving in a clockwise direction, first point the
palm branch straight ahead, then to the right,
then (over the shoulder) to the back, then to the

Over the years there has been an assortment of
interpretations of the lulav and etrog which have
taught important Jewish values.

Each of the four species was interpreted as
representing different parts of the body, joined
together in serving God. The willow was the
mouth, uttering prayer; the etrog heart, the seat
of wisdom and understanding; the lulav, the
spine, the symbol of an upright character and
the myrtle, the eyes, tools of learning and
enlightenment.
The four species can be seen to take on the
qualities of four different types of human beings.
Smell was equated to righteous deeds and taste
related to learning in a typology created by the
rabbis. The etrog with both smell and taste
represents the person with a knowledge of the
Torah and who does good deeds. The myrtle,
with smell but no taste is the person who is
righteous but ignorant of the Torah. The lulav
has taste but no smell, indicative of the person
who has knowledge of the Torah but no good
deeds. The willow has no taste and no smell,
representing the person who possesses no
knowledge of the Torah nor good deeds. Some
say that the binding of them together shows that
God does not desire to destroy them nor harm
them, but says to them “Let them all be tied
together with one bond of brotherhood and let
one find forgiveness for the other”.
SYNAGOGUE WORSHIP
On each of the first seven days of the festival, after
the service, the Ark in the synagogue is opened and
a procession takes place. First in line come the
cantor, then the rabbi, followed by all those who
hold an etrog and a lulav. they march around the
bimah, or down the aisles, while the cantor leads in
prayer with the refrain hoshana, meaning “O God,
please save us now”. (Psalm 118.25).
HOSHANAH RABBA
The last day of the seven day holiday is called
Hoshanah Rabba, the ‘Great Hosannah’. On this
day special prayers with the same refrain of hosha
na are recited, however the procession marches
round the bemah or down the aisles seven times.
The lulav and etrog are carried. In addition, some
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traditional Jews will beat small bunches of willow
twigs against the pews until all the leaves are broken
off. This represents the ‘breaking off’ of the sins
accumulated during the previous year.
The Book of Ecclesiastes is read at Sukkot, although
it is unsure why this should be as the book is
pessimistic and to some extent cynical.

SHEMINI ATZARET
The eighth day of Sukkot is an entirely new festival
called Shemini Atzaret, ‘the eighth Day of Solemn
Assembly’. The festival derives from the Bible: “On
the eighth day you shall hold a holy convocation: you
shall do no work on it” (Leviticus 23.36). It was
originally a time for reflection on the holy days of
Sukkot and a final day of prayer before returning to
work.
Several special features mark the morning service in
orthodox practice. Memorial prayers are said for the
dead. A prayer called Geshem (rain) is recited. In it
God is asked to provide rain for the coming season.
The crops in Israel are dependent on the rains of
October.

SIMCHAT TORAH
Simchat Torah is Hebrew for ‘rejoicing in the Law’. It
refers to the celebration held in the ninth day after
the beginning of Sukkot.
During the year Jews read a portion of the Torah each
day. This celebration marks the ending and
beginning of this cycle with the reading of the
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concluding part of the Book of Deuteronomy (the fifth
book of the Torah) and the beginning of the first part
of Genesis. The books which make up the torah are
Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and
Deuteronomy.
Simchat Torah marks the continuing commitment of
the Jew to the study of the Torah. The cycle of the
Torah is continuous and eternal, without beginning
and without end.
CELEBRATION
Simchat Torah is a joyous celebration. It is centred
on the synagogue rather than the home. On the
evening, the Torah scrolls are taken from the ark and
carried lovingly by members of the congregation
around the synagogue seven times. During these
circuits, called hakafot, those not carrying Torahs will
often wave brightly coloured flags and sing Hebrew
songs. In some synagogues there is dancing and the
whole celebration can become extended and
exhilarating.
In the morning worship the hakafot are repeated.
After the circuits three Torah scrolls are left out of the
ark. From the first scroll the last portion of the Torah
is read, Deuteronomy 33-34. The person reading this
portion is called the Chatan Torah, the ‘bridegroom of
the Torah’. This is a special honour as he completes
the Torah reading for the year. It is traditional for all
children who have not yet reached the age of bar
mitzvah to recite the blessings over the Torah at this
time. A large tallit is spread over their heads as they
pray.
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The children may then receive a special blessing
from the rabbi. This is called Kol Haneariim, ‘All the
Children’, and is the one time of the year when even
young children are called to the Torah. After this the
second Torah scroll replaces the first and Genesis
1:1-2:3 is read. The person reading this portion is
traditionally called the Chatan Bereshit, the
‘bridegroom of the beginning’. Bereshit is the
Hebrew word for Genesis or beginning.
From the third scroll Numbers 29:35-30:4 is read.
Finally Joshua 1 is read to indicate the continuity of
the people and leadership after the death of Moses
and the ‘completion’ of the Torah. (Joshua is not part
of the Torah.)

THE CELEBRATION
In Israel the children celebrate by going out to plant
saplings. In other parts of the world Jews will try to
eat fruit from, or associated with, Israel. Some may
try to eat as many as fifteen different kinds of fruit on
this day. It is a time to celebrate the fruitfulness of
the land. The Torah states that Israel is blessed as “a
land of wheat and barley, of vines and fig trees and
pomegranates, a land of olive trees and honey.”
(Deuteronomy 8.8)
There are no special services held at the synagogue
on this day.

PURIM
SIGNIFICANCE
The symbolic message of this celebration speaks to
Jews of every generation. For the Torah is the
possession of the Jewish people. It is the heritage,
history, and very life of a people. The teachings of
the Torah have served as a focus and bond
throughout the generations and throughout the world.
The last words of the readings of the day from
Joshua 1 speak of the power that the Torah has to
inspire and lead the people in their life of faith.

TU B’SHEVAT
Tu B’Shevat is called the ‘New Year’s Day of Trees’
and is a minor festival since it is not mandated in the
Bible. It is celebrated on the fifteenth day of the
month of Shevat and from this derives its name. The
word ‘tu’ is spelled with the Hebrew letters tet and
vav. In Hebrew letters are also numbers. When
added together these letters have the numerical value
fifteen (tet = 9, vav = 6).
The festival has no historical meaning and is a pure
festival of nature. It is a midwinter festival and
honours the first flowering of the trees. Tu B’Shevat is
a time of joy at the awakening of the tree’s new life.
In the Torah it is forbidden to damage any fruit trees
as they sustain life. They are to be preserved even in
warfare. “When you besiege a city for a long time,
making war against it in order to take it, you shall not
destroy its trees by taking an axe against them; for
you may eat of them, but you shall not cut them
down. Are the trees in the field men that they should
be besieged by you? Only the trees which you know
are not trees for food you may destroy and cut down
that you may build siegeworks against the city that
makes war with you, until it falls.” (Deuteronomy
20:19-20).
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The festival of Purim occurs on the fourteenth Adar. It
occurs during February or March in the secular
calendar. The word ‘purim’ derives from the old
Persian word ‘pur’ meaning ‘lots’. It refers to the lots
used by Haman to determine the day on which the
Jewish people were to be destroyed in Persia. The
story of Purim is contained in the Scroll of Esther.
THE OBSERVANCE OF THE FEAST IN THE HOME
The time of Purim is one of great joy. It is a festival
that is very popular with Jewish children. Plays are
often performed telling the story of Esther. Some of
the plays introduce new characters and become
almost like pantomimes. In some places the children
dress up to go to the synagogue, or wear masks.
Contests may be held for the best looking Esther, the
most regal Mordecai, or the most evil looking Haman.
Festivity, fun and enjoyment are the key-notes of this
festival.
At dinner and throughout the day special three
cornered pastries filled with fruit or poppy seeds are
eaten. This pastry is said to represent Haman’s three
cornered hat or, alternatively, his ears. The pastry is
called Hamentaschen.
In the afternoon a great family banquet may be held,
as ordained by Esther (Esther 9.22). It is
accompanied by much drinking.
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Bar Mitzvah A boy’s coming of age at 13 years
old, usually marked by a synagogue
ceremony and family celebration.

Purim

Festival commemorating the rescue
of Persian Jewry as told in the book
of Esther.

Bat Mitzvah

As above for girls from 12 years of
age.

Rosh
Hashanah

Jewish New Year.

Hanukkah

Dedication. An eight-day festival of
lights to celebrate the re-dedication
of the temple following the
Maccabean victory over the Greeks.

Sefer Torah

Torah scroll. The five books of Moses
handwritten on parchment and rolled
to form a scroll.

Shabbat
Kashrut

Laws relating to keeping a kosher
home and lifestyle.

Day of spiritual renewal and rest
commencing at sunset on Friday and
finishing at nightfall on Saturday.

Ketuvim

Writing. Third section of the Tenakh,
the Jewish Bible.

Shavuot

Weeks; One of the three pilgrim
festivals celebrated in the Summer,
seven weeks after Pesach.

Kippah

Head covering worn during prayers
and Torah study. Some followers
wear it constantly.

Simchat
Torah

Festival celebrating the completion
and recommencement of the cycle of
the weekly Torah reading.

Fit; proper. Foods permitted by
Jewish dietary laws.

Sukkot

One of the three biblical pilgrim
festivals celebrated in the Autumn.

Synagogue

Building for Jewish public prayer,
study and assembly.

Tallit

Prayer shawl. Four cornered garment
with fringes.

Tenakh

The collected 24 books of the
Jewish Bible, made up of three
sections: Torah, Nevi’im and Ketuvim
(Te, Na and Kh).

Torah

Law; teaching. The Five Books of
Moses. The first part of the Jewish
Bible.

Kosher

Mezuzah

A scroll placed on the doorsteps of
Jewish homes, containing a section
from the Torah and often enclosed in
a decorative case.

Nevi’im

Prophets. Second section of the
Tenakh, the Jewish Bible.

Pesach

Festival commemorating the Exodus
from Egypt. One of the three biblical
festivals. Pesach is celebrated in the
Spring.
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The Sikh faith was founded about 500 years ago by
Guru Nanak who was born near Lahore (now in
Pakistan) in 1469 at a time when Muslims and
Hindus were strictly divided. Present day Sikhism is
still based on his teachings of equality, social
mobility and universal brotherhood. Before Nanak
died, he appointed a new leader. In all, nine men
were named Guru, after Nanak and The holy book
(Guru Granth Sahib), is now regarded as the main
guru or spiritual teacher of Sikhism. Sikhism grew
as a faith open to all in which everyone is equal in
the eyes of the one true God who is often referred
to as Vahiguru (wonderful teacher). There are 20
million Sikhs in the world, most living in India with
about half a million Sikhs living in the UK. Sikhs
worship at temples called Gurdwaras (door to the
Guru). In preparation for worship, heads are
covered, shoes removed and hands are washed.
Sikh terms are drawn from the Punjabi language.
Sikh translates as disciple or student. Some of the
terms can also be found in books on Buddhism and
Hinduism, but with different meanings.

SIKH BELIEFS AND VALUES
ONE GOD
Central to the Sikh faith is the belief
in one God. God is eternal and alone
should be worshipped. God is the
creator of the universe and all that is in
it. Humanity is the crown of this
creation. God is both within
everything and above and beyond
creation. God never assumes a
physical form. Images of God are
not to be worshipped. God is
beyond gender, being neither male
nor female.
The one God is not exclusive to any one
religion and no one religion has a
monopoly on all truth. Different religions
are different routes by which people are
led to the same reality. God is not distant
from worshippers and is available to all.

Keeping in mind the divine name deepens
individuals' spirituality and faith and enables them
to live in a way that pleases God.
HUMAN LIFE
Ultimately everything that happens is within the will
of God. Life should be lived in obedience to that
will. Within each individual there is the divine. The
human soul is part of God. Through a cycle of
births and deaths the soul reaches liberation and is
reabsorbed into God.
Because only humans can distinguish between
right and wrong, human life is regarded as the
highest form of life on earth. It is an individual's
actions and their consequences (Karma) which
determine whether or not a person will achieve
liberation from the cycle of birth and death and so
achieve Mukti, liberation. It is through becoming
less self-centred and more God-centred and
through living life in the selfless service of others
that a person achieves Mukti.
SERVICE TO OTHERS
The Guru Granth Sahib stresses that meditation on
the name of God is central to the Sikh faith, but
that there can be no true worship without good
deeds. The Sikh way of life is, therefore, a life of
service to God, to the Sikh community and to all
humanity. This service to others is called Sewa.
EQUALITY
The Gurus taught the
oneness of humanity.
Therefore Sikhs should
practise equality of all, male
and female, young and old,
rich and poor, educated and
uneducated.

No one term is adequate to express the full
reality of God. Many "names" and terms reflect
aspects of God's character and attributes. The
following phrases were frequently used by the
Gurus:
WAHEGURU

–

Wonderful Lord;

SAT NAAM

–

the Eternal Reality;

AKAL PURAKH

–

the Eternal One
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EVERYDAY LIFE

THE GURU GRANTH SAHIB IN WORSHIP

The Gurus taught that worship, work, values, attitudes
and relationships form part of a total approach to life
which has God and devotion to God at the centre. The
Gurus taught that life should be lived in three equally
important dimensions. The primary duty of humanity
is to God, expressed through meditation on the name
of God. (Kirt). Another of the dimensions is the
obligation to earn a living by honest means. (Wand
Shako). Work is a necessity both for the good of the
individual's family and of humanity in general.

The Guru Granth Sahib is the focal point of Sikh
worship. At the beginning of the day it is brought
from its resting place in a procession. It is carried on
the head of a respected member of the community
and as it enters the worship hall members bow. It is
carried and placed on the manji, a small platform like
a stool, and covered with Rumalas - fine clothes.
When it is not being read it is always covered by
Rumalas. In the evening the process is reversed

The form of the work is not important, but it should
not involve deceit or exploiting other people. Immoral
or illegal work is not regarded as earning a living by
honest means. The third dimension is to live life by
the principle of generosity and self-sacrifice. (Nam
Japoo). The giving of a tenth of surplus wealth to the
service of the community is regarded as an ideal.
However, it is a matter of individual conscience how
much any person does give. Such donations are
used for building schools or hospitals and disaster
relief.
The Sikh faith does not encourage a detachment
from the world. On the contrary, all Sikhs should be
involved in the world and meet the needs of others.
They should promote justice and generosity. Sikhism,
centred on remembering and meditating on the name
of God, is essentially a practical faith in its outworking
in the Sikh community and the wider world.
WORSHIP IN THE GURDWARA
Sikhs do not have a particular day for worship. In
Britain the main services are usually on Sunday
because it is a convenient time for many people.
During the rest of the week services take place in the
evenings although in some there is worship in the
early morning. Gurdwaras do not usually have fixed
opening times, nor fixed times for worship to begin
and end. Services carry on over a long period of
time, but individuals are free to come and go as they
please. Some stay only a short time, others for
longer periods. A gurdwara is also a centre for
educational, social and welfare activities.
The purpose of Sikh worship is to praise God and to
develop the spirituality of the individual and the
community. For Sikhs, worship is the natural
response of one who receives from God. God does
not need our praise - we respond to God.
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The granthi, the person who will read the Guru Granth
Sahib, sits cross legged behind it. From time to time
the granthi will wave a chauri, a fan made from yak
hair or synthetic material, over the Holy Granth. This
is a sign of respect for the Holy Granth and a sign of
its authority.
As the worshippers enter the Gurdwara they remove
their shoes and cover their heads before entering the
worship hall. They come to the front and bow low on
their knees before the Guru Granth Sahib. Some will
touch their foreheads to the ground as a sign of
submission to, and respect for the Holy Granth.
Worshippers may place an offering in a prepared
place in front of the Holy Granth. This may be money,
food for the langar, flowers or a Rumala. The giving
of gifts is not comulsory and each worshipper makes
their own individual choice in this matter.
When they have placed their offering before the Holy
Granth the worshippers move away, without turning
their backs on it. They sit on the floor facing the
front. It is common for men to sit on one side and
women on the other. They sit cross legged with their
feet pointing away from the Holy Granth as it is
considered disrespectful for soles of the feet to be
pointed towards it. On leaving the prayer hall the
worshipper stands, bows towards the Guru Granth
Sahib with their hands together as a sign of
submission to the will of God. They then leave, being
careful not to turn their back on the Holy Granth.
WORSHIP
Corporate worship in the gurdwara, diwan, is only
one aspect of Sikh worship. Its form is simple and
centres on the singing of hymns from the Guru
Granth Sahib, reading from the Holy Granth and
other special books and a series of addresses
based on them dealing with aspects of Sikh life.
Worship itself may last up to five or six hours, but
worshippers are not expected to stay for the whole
time, they may arrive after the beginning or leave
before the end.
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The readings from the Guru Granth Sahib are given
by the granthi. Men and women can perform this
function. The devotional singing of the hymns is
called kirtan. It is believed that kirtan helps the
worshippers to become centred more fully on God
rather than self. The singing is done by musicians
called ragis and the people as a whole do not
always join in. The instruments used by the
musicians include the baja, a sort of harmonium,
and the tabla or jovri, a kind of drum. The choice of
hymns is often made by those leading worship on
the day and may be linked to a particular event or
to the theme of the talks. Often there is some
explanation given of what is to be sung.
The worship is a series of readings, kirtan and talks
or sermons. Often stories from the lives of the
Gurus and others are used as examples of how life
should be lived.
All services end with the Ardas. This is a special
prayer which last about fifteen minutes. One
person stands in front of the congregation, facing
the Guru Granth Sahib. This person leads the
prayer which reminds everyone to remember God
and the ten Gurus, and to live according to, and
pass on the teachings of, the Guru Granth Sahib.
The Guru Granth Sahib is then opened randomly.
The passage is read aloud to the congregation.
This is regarded as the Guru's instruction and
command for the day that lies ahead.
KARAH PARSHAD
Sometime during the worship and usually following
the Ardas, Karah Parshad is shared. Karah Parshad
is made of flour or semolina, ghee (clarified butter)
and sugar. The Karah Parshad is prepared before
the worship begins and is placed in a covered
metal bowl at the front, but to the side of, the Guru
Granth Sahib. During the saying of Ardas the bowl
is uncovered and the contents stirred using a
Kirpan. After the prayer is completed the
congregation sit and the Karah Parshad is brought
round. A small portion is placed in everyone's right
hand and is eaten. This symbolises the equality of
all and the sense of brotherhood existing among
Sikhs, for all share the same food.
THE LANGAR
At the end of the service everyone shares in the
langar. The meal has been prepared during
worship and is ready for all to eat. The meal is
vegetarian; not because Sikhs have to be
vegetarians, but because some may be vegetarians
and should not be excluded from the meal.
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It usually consists of lentil soup, vegetables, rice
and chappatis. The meal is designed to be a
nutritious basic meal, not a feast. It is considered a
privilege to help provide, prepare and serve the
food. All may eat free of charge.
The langar is of great importance to Sikhs. In the
Hindu world in which Sikhism grew up, people
would only eat with members of their own family or
caste. They believed that if they ate with people in
a caste lower than themselves they would not be
able to approach God. Sikhs believe in the equality
of all people, so by eating together they
demonstrate this belief. They also believe it is right
to serve their fellow humans irrespective of race or
creed. So all, whether Sikh or not, are invited to
partake of the meal. In India, pilgrims and other
travellers of all religions often take langar in
Gurdwaras that lie on their route, knowing that
Sikhs will give hospitality to anyone who asks for it.
PRIVATE DEVOTIONS
Sikhs do not worship only in the Gurdwara. They
have a daily pattern for private worship. They seek
to live in God's presence throughout the day, in all
they do. They desire to please God and think about
him all the time. The Guru Granth Sahib is
demanding in its ideal for personal prayer and
devotion.
Before prayer or going to the Gurdwara the Sikh
bathes. At dawn the special prayer called the Japji
Sahib, written by Guru Nanak, and prayers of Guru
Gobind Singh are used to help the Sikh think about
God. Some Sikhs use a mala to help them
concentrate on God. A mala is a prayer rope made
up of 108 knots or a string of 108 beads. These
are passed through the fingers as the believer
repeats "Waheguru", which means "Wonderful
Lord".
After this some Sikhs go to the Gurdwara for early
morning worship before the work of the day begins.
In the evening two more set hymns are used; one
at dusk and one before going to bed at night. The
mala may again be used.
Most Sikhs do not have a copy of the Guru Granth
Sahib in their house. Because of the respect
shown to the Holy Granth, it should be kept in its
own special room. Most Sikhs do not have the
space in their house for this purpose. However,
many Sikhs have a copy of the Gutka, a collection
of hymns. It is the Gutka which is used in personal
devotions.
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Akaal Purkh

Akaal literally means timeless or
mortal. Purkh means person. Thus
both terms refer to God, the Eternal
One.

Akhand Path Akhand means uninterrupted and Path
is the hole reading of scriptures. Thus
means the continuous ceremonial
reading of the Guru Granth Sahib from
beginning to end which takes about
48 hours.

Hukamnama Any order, action, advice or sermon by
the Guru or in the name of the Guru.
Ik Onkar

Only one God. This phrase at the
beginning of the holy Sikh scriptures
is also used as a Sikh symbol like a
Khanda.

Kachera

Traditional underwear/shorts. One of
the five Ks.

Kangha

Comb worn in the hair. One of the
five Ks.

Amrit
ceremony

The Sikh rite of initiation into the
Khalsa.

Kara

Ardaas

The Sikh prayer – formal act of
praying in a standing position with
palms together.

Steel band worn on the right wrist.
One of the five Ks.

Karah
Parshad

Sanctified, soft sweet dish made
from plain flour, sugar and purified
butter in equal quantities, usually
distributed at the conclusion of a Sikh
ceremony or prayer.

Kaur

Princess; name given to all Sikh
females by Guru Gobind Singh.

Kesh

Uncut hair. One of the five Ks.

Khalsa

The community of the pure. The Sikh
community.

Kirpan

Sword. One of the five Ks.

Kirtan

Songs of praise; corporate devotional
singing, usually accompanied by
musical instruments.

Langar

Guru’s kitchen. The Gurdwara dining
hall and the food served in it.

Manji Sahib

A small bedside like seat where the
Guru Granth Sahib is placed open to
read. It is called ‘Singhaasan’ (throne).

Baisakhi

A major Sikh festival celebrating the
formation of the Khalsa, 1699 CE.

Chaanani

A canopy over the Guru Granth Sahib,
used as a mark of respect, often
made of rich fabric and decorative
design.

Chaur

Giani

A respectful symbolic (fly whisk-like),
hand held fan waved over the Holy
Scripture (Guru Granth) representing
authority.
Giani literally means a knowledgeable
person. The word is often used as a
title for Sikh priests (eg Giani Ji).
However, the Sikhs do not have
formally ordained priests.

Granthi

A professional reader of the holy
Granth.

Gurdwara

Doorway to the Guru. The Sikh place
of worship.

Gurpurb

Guru’s remembrance day (birth, death
or installation to Guruship).

Nishan Sahib Sikh flag and flag post usually seen at
the front of the Gurdwara.
Panj Kakke

The five Ks. The symbols of Sikhism
worn by Sikhs.

Raagi

Professional singer of the holy verses
from the Sikh sciptures.

Guru Gobind Tenth Sikh Guru. The title ‘Guru’
Singh
must be used with all the Gurus’
names.

Sangat

Congregation of Sikhs in the presence
of Guru Granth Sahib Ji also called
Sadh Sangat.

Guru Gobind Tenth Sikh Guru. The title ‘Guru’
Sahib
must be used with all the Gurus’
names.

Sikh

Learner; disciple. A person who
believes in the ten Gurus and the Guru
Granth Sahib, and who has no other
religion.

Singh

Lion; name adopted by all Sikh males.

Waheguru

The wonderful Guru, the Sikh word for
God.

Guru

Guru Nanak

Teacher. In Sikhism, the title of Guru is
reserved for the ten human Gurus and
the Guru Granth Sahib.

The first Guru and the founder of the
Sikh faith (1469-1539).
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Other Religions and Secular World Views
THE BAHA’I FAITH
The Baha’i Faith was founded by Baha’u’llah (18171892) in Persia now modern-day Iran. Belief is
centred upon the existence of one God, Creator and
Lord who has revealed, and will continue to reveal,
His message to humanity through a succession of
great messengers. He might be known by different
names to people of different faiths, but Baha’is
believe that everyone worships the same God.
The pivotal principles are unity, peace and
advancement.
The main goal of the Faith is world peace which is
reflected in teachings and in followers’ commitment
to work in a spirit of friendship and concord with
people of other Faiths.
From the start of their history, Baha’is have been
persecuted and subjected to violent attacks,
particularly in Iran where they continue to be
deprived of civil rights.
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The faith is administered by elected institutions at
the local, national and international levels as
prescribed by Baha’u’llah and detailed by His eldest
son, Abdu’t Baha and great grandson, Shajhi Effend.
Its world centre is in Israel where Baha’u’llah was
finally exiled by the Ottoman Empire. The sacred
scriptures of the Baha’i Faith contain a system of
theology, devotional writings, laws for individual
worship and moral behaviour, teachings for the
foundation of a just and peaceful society, a calendar
and an administrative system.
Although there are some rituals associated with the
Faith (e.g. marriage and burial ceremonies), there is
no prescribed form of congregational worship. This is
due to one of the teachings that every follower
should look for religious truth for themselves
(‘independent search for truth’). Rather followers
worship God through prayer, daily life lived according
to the Baha’i teachings and through work performed
in the spirit of service.
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HUMANISM
Humanism is not a religion. Rather the noun
‘Humanism’ has come to be applied to a set of
beliefs and attitudes by which people who are not
religious but who have certain other values and
ethics, view the world and life. Together, these
beliefs and attitudes constitute a view of the world
which offers answers to the questions in life to
which religion also offers answers. Thus it is an
approach to life based on humanity and reason.
Humanists make moral decisions using reason,
arguing that they should be founded on human
nature and experience. These decisions are based
on the available evidence and on assessments of
the likely outcomes of actions, not on any dogma or
sacred text. For example Humanists accept the
“Golden Rule” which says “treat others as you
would wish to be treated”. This rule is found in all
the great philosophies and religions, because all
humans can see that their societies would benefit
from its application. It satisfies Kant’s test of a
moral rule “what would happen if everybody did
this?” Questions on the origin of the universe and
of life are addressed scientifically.
Many people share these views, often without
knowing that there is a name for their system of
beliefs. Some identify themselves as “Humanists”,
“Secularists” or even as “Brights”. Some of these
people join national and local organisations to
work and campaign for changes in society in
which they believe.

The United Kingdom has an official state religion, as
part of its unwritten constitution. This can lead to
discrimination. Humanists work for freedom of
belief and respect for the rights of the nonreligious, for an end to discrimination in marriage
law, the work place and the provision of public
services. In particular Humanists favour inclusive
schools where children of all faiths and none can
learn together, learning to understand and respect
each other. Humanists work for impartial, fair and
balanced education about religions and beliefs, also
for inclusive school assemblies without religious
worship
Individual Humanists support many different
charities. They select ones which seek to help
people, but not to convert them to any particular
view, such as Oxfam or ActionAid. There are few
specifically Humanist charities, as Humanists prefer
to work with other members of society in inclusive
organisations. However there are some, such as
local Humanist housing associations. Individual
Humanists work in hospitals and hospices,
providing pastoral care and counselling. The British
Humanist Association maintains a network of
trained officiants who provide Humanist baby
namings, weddings and funerals.
Obviously Humanists do not, by definition, have
places of worship, since they do not worship.
However there are two buildings belonging to
Humanist organisations, namely Conway Hall in
London and Leicester Secular Hall. Other local
Humanist groups tend to meet in hired rooms.
SOURCES OF FURTHER INFORMATION
www.humanism.org.uk
• British Humanist Assoc website.
Contains excellent reading lists for teachers,
parents and children
www.secularism.org.uk
• National Secular Society
www.the-brights.net
www.iheu.org
• International organisation
www.conwayhall.org.uk
www.leistersecularsociety.org.uk
www.skeptic.org.uk
• Magazine
www.newhumanist.org.uk
• Magazine and website
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HUMANISM
GLOSSARY
Atheism

Evolution

Freedom

The belief, in light of materialism,
naturalism and rationalism, that
there is no valid evidence today for
‘the supernatural’, including God or
gods.
Acceptance that human beings are
the product of millions of years of
biological evolution, as are all other
forms of life on earth.
Belief that humans can only live
fulfilled lives if free of restraint and
coercion and they have
independence of thought.

Human
Commitment to social action,
co-operation support for voluntary organisations
(e.g. Amnesty International) and
international agreements (e.g.
Human Rights).
Human
heritage

Respect for the inheritance of human
achievement: intellectual,
philosophical, artistic, technological
and scientific.

Human spirit The capacity for the appreciation of
natural beauty and the products of
human creativity and relationships.
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Materialism

A commitment that physical matter
is the only reality.

Morality

Derived solely from human
knowledge and experience and
central to living in communities and
societies.

Naturalism

The conviction that all phenomena
can be explained in terms o natural
causes.

Rationalism

The conviction that true explanations
of natural ad human phenomena are
the result of the application of
human reason to verifiable evidence
through scientific method.

Secularism

Commitment to a society where no
one religion or belief receives official
endorsement and all groups and
people are treated impartially in
public life.

Value of life

Seeking to make the best of the one
life people have by adopting
worthwhile goals to create meaning
and purpose.
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(adapted from ‘A Handbook of Faiths’ with permission of Suffolk Inter-Faith in association with The Festival Shop)

JAINISM

RASTAFARIANISM

Jainism is an ancient religion originating in India.
It has links with Buddhism and Hinduism. Today,
most of its five million followers still live in India.
Jains believe in a universe with no beginning or
end and no creator or God. They believe that
everything they say, do, and think has an effect
on their lives. They subscribe to the theory of
reincarnation and believe that the state of one’s
karma will affect what happens to a person when
reincarnated. Sages who achieve enlightenment
are known as ‘Jinas’ (victorious ones).
There are twenty-four sages, the latest is
Mahavira, born 600BCE. Central to the philosophy
is the idea that all things, including objects, are
alive and have feeling. Therefore, Jains have a
strict code of ahisma (non-violence; Jains avoid
killing all creatures).
They also believe in distancing themselves from
material cares and believe in the principle of
aparigraha (non-possession/renunciation).
Spiritual enlightenment or escaping the cycle of
life/death/reincarnation, can only be attained by
detachment from material cares (strict Jains,
such as mendicants, may give up washing in
deference to this principle).
Jainism has no dogma, so each individual
decides how much to adhere to the Jain code.

Rastafarianism originates from the black
population of Jamaica in the early 20th century. It
comes from a movement of people who were
struggling to reclaim their African ancestry by
identifying with African cultures and traditions. It
is based upon striving for African political and
economic independence and emphasises the
dignity and pride of black inheritance.
Rastafarianism is a way of life rather than an
organised religion and is guided by the concepts
of peace and love. The Ethiopian Church is seen
as their spiritual home. This is because Haile
Selassie, crowned King and later Emperor of
Ethiopia in 1930, is seen as a direct descendent
of Kings David and Solomon. Selassie was known
as Ras (Prince) Tafari, hence the name of his
followers.
Rastafarians emphasise the Old Testament and
the Book of Revelation. Central principles are that
God, Jesus, the Israelites and the early Christians
were black; Christians misrepresent Jesus as a
blue-eyed European; the Bible is authoritative and
was written by and for black people; black people
will only be free when they are back in Africa. The
faith is open to all members of society, black or
white.
There are no specific places of worship. Some
communities hold weekly meetings for worship,
the discussion of community matters and music.
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SHINTO

TAOISM
Taoism/Daoism is thought to have begun with the
writings of Lao-Tsu, a man from China who is
attributed with writing Tao te Ching (the book of the
Way and its Power) some time between 604 - 531
BCE. For more than 2,000 years, the three main
religions of Buddhism, Confucianism and Taoism have
coexisted in China. The faiths have taken ideas from
each other, as well as from the ancient religious
rituals of China.

The ancient religion of Japan is known as Shinto
which translates as ‘the way of the gods’. It is
practiced only in Japan. The faith does not have a
founder and is based upon traditional practices.
Followers believe that there are millions of gods
(kami) who have supernatural powers. Many
Japanese Buddhists also follow Shinto rituals.
Followers worship the kami at shrines particularly to
mark special events and celebrate holidays. When
followers enter a shrine, they may clap their hands
together to get the kamis’ attention. Priests bang their
drums to tell the kami that worshipers are present. At
Obon (Festival of the Dead), the souls of ancestors are
said to return home for a visit. Followers visit graves
and leave offerings. At the end of Obon, huge bonfires
are lit to say goodbye to the souls for another year.

Taoism is a faith that helps people to understand the
energy, or power, that connects all living things (Tai is
the power in everything and chi is the flow of
energy). It was the state religion of China but ceased
to be so in 1911. Taoism is a personal faith and it is
up to each person to come to understand Tao. It is a
nature-based philosophy containing four principles:
• Oneness which starts and ends with the
observation of nature;
• dynamic balance (e.g. when the opposite
energies of Yin and Yang are equally present;
• complementary cycles; and
• harmonious action (e.g. bamboo stick bending in
the wind, by yielding it overcomes).
Taoism encourages followers to accept life, with both
good and bad aspects. It teaches that most suffering
comes from resistance to natural processes. Each
person has a life force (Chi) that should be looked
after by taking individual responsibility for developing
compassion, moderation and humility.
Taoism has guidelines rather than rules
for harmonious living. Personal
worship, such as meditation and
chanting, or praying in front of an
altar at home, are important in
Taoism. There are also religious
services led by priests at
temples.
A temple may be dedicated to one
or more gods. There is usually an
altar inside, which worshippers face
as they pray. Many Taoists believe in
spirits of nature. Some may not believe in
these as actual entities but as symbols that help
them to understand the world around them.
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ZOROASTRIANISM
Zoroastrianism is possibly the oldest faith still
practised and one of the least well known. About
150,000 people are followers. It originates from the
teachings of Zarathustra who lived in Persia (now
Iran) around 1200BCE. The followers of his tradition
are now mostly in India after fleeing Islamic
persecution in the 9th century CE. Ahura Mazdah is
the supreme God, creator and source of all that is
good in the universe.
Followers believe that evil in this world can be
overcome by good deeds and thoughts and by
living a good life.
Fire is the symbol of Ahura Mazdah (the source of
all light in the world) and plays an important part in
ritual and worship.
Places of worship are called fire temples. Inside,
priests keep a sacred fire burning constantly. Some
of the fires are said to be centuries old.
Zoroastrianism stresses the free will of all humans
to choose good or bad. Therefore goodness is never
to be taken for granted but is something that must
be striven for over evil. Zoroastrianism is based
upon a series of opposites: good/evil, truth/untruth,
order/disorder where individuals will receive reward
or punishment in an afterlife. Resurrection at the
end of the world will be for all, sinners included.
Hospitality to strangers and
active help for the
underprivileged are
important.
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