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Judaism


Judaism is the oldest religion of the western world and has influenced Christianity and Islam.  There are approximately fifteen million Jews throughout the world.

The Jewish people trace their ancestry to Abraham, who left his home in the Mesopotamian city of Ur about 2200bc. The Jews were different from others of their time because they were monotheistic; they believed in only one G-d.  The Jews  believed they had a special relationship with their G-d and that they were his chosen people.  

[image: image1.wmf]The Jews established a nation they called Israel on the eastern shore of the Mediterranean Sea.  About 1300bce, many Jews moved to Egypt to escape a famine.  A famine is a great hunger.  At first, the Jews were treated well in Egypt, but in time they were enslaved by the Egyptians. According to Jewish tradition, G-d sent ten deadly plagues to Egypt when the Egyptians would not release the Jewish slaves.  When the Jews did escape, tradition states that Moses, the leader of the Jews, parted the Red Sea for just enough time to allow the Jews to pass.  Once the Jews reached the other side, tradition states that the waters returned and the Egyptian army drowned.  After their escape across the Red Sea 1250bc, G-d revealed Ten Commandments to Moses.  The Ten Commandments formed the basis of Jewish Law and are the model for both Jewish and Christian moral thought.  

Jews worship in synagogues (also called “Temples”) led by a holy man called a “Rabbi.” Their holiest period is the weekly Shabbat, which lasts from sunset Friday to sunset Saturday.  The Torah is the holiest book of Judaism.  The Torah is also holy to Christians, who call it the “Old Testament” of their Bible. 

Christianity


Christianity is based of the teachings of Jesus Christ, a Jew who lived about 2000 years ago in what we now call Israel.  Jesus taught his followers to "Do unto others as you would have them do unto you."  

The followers of Jesus called him Christ.  Christ is a Greek word that means, “chosen one.”  They believed he was the son of G-d.  In time followers of Jesus became known as Christians.  Early Christians taught that the sins of the people would be forgiven if they became Christian.  

The holy book of Christianity is known as the Bible and has two parts.  The Old Testament consists of the sacred writings of the Jewish people, and was written mostly in Hebrew long before Jesus.  The New Testament of the Bible includes the Gospels, along with letters by Christian writers.  The Bible has been translated into more than 1,500 languages and has been read by more people than any other book.

[image: image2.wmf]Christianity is divided into many sects.  About half of the world’s Christian population is Catholic. Catholic is a Latin word that means “universal,” and at one time it was the faith of almost all Christians. Many European leaders, including Martin Luther and John Calvin, protested against the Pope in a period known as the Reformation.  The churches they started became known as Protestant sects.  Major Protestant sects in America today are the Baptists (34 million), Methodists (13 million), Lutherans (8 million), Presbyterians (4 million), Episcopalians (2.5 million), and Pentecostals (2.4 million).  
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Christians worship in churches led by ministers and priests.

Islam


Islam is an Arabic word that means “surrender to G-d.”  Believers in Islam are called Muslims, or “those who surrender."  Muslims believe that Muhammad was the last of a series of holy prophets that included Abraham, Moses, and Jesus.  A prophet is a holy messenger.  Muslims call G-d “Allah” and believe he is the only G-d and that Muhammad was his messenger.  “Allah” is an Arabic term that means "the G-d." 


Muhammad lived about 600 years after Jesus in a country we now call Saudi Arabia.  Muslims believe that Muhammad was visited in a cave by an angel.  Muhammad repeated the words of the angel to others who learned them by heart.  Eventually, Mohammad's followers collected these messages and gathered them into a book known as the Koran (also spelled “Quran”).  The Koran is the holy book of Islam.

The Islamic house of worship is called a mosque.  Unlike Jews and Christians, Muslims do not have an official holy day, but many Muslims gather in mosques on Friday afternoon for prayers.  Muhammad taught that believers should pray five times every day.  Faithful Muslims will stop whatever they are doing and bow down to pray. 

Mecca is a holy city to Muslims because it is the site of the Kaaba, a small shrine that Muslims believe to be the most sacred spot on earth.  Muslims therefore face themselves toward the Mecca during their daily prayers.  Ramadan is a sacred month to Muslims, and faithful Muslims fast between dawn and dusk during Ramadan.  To fast means to abstain from eating.  Ramadan is sacred because it is the month in which the Koran was revealed to Muhammad.  

The main beliefs of Muslims are called the 5 Pillars, which consist of:
1. Faith in One G-d who is compassionate and all-knowing

2. Pray 5 times a day

3. Charity – give money to the poor

4. The Hajj – A pilgrimage to Mecca once in a lifetime if one can afford it physically and financially

5. Fast during the holy month of Ramadan

	The Teaching of the Quran
The following translations from the Quran help define Islam for the non-Muslim.  Many Muslims believe that the only true version of the Quran is written in Arabic, and that the word of Allah is lost when translated into another language.
There is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is his messenger.  Muhammad is only a messenger, and many messengers have gone before him. 

Pay homage to Allah and be good to your parents and relatives, the orphans and the needy and the neighbors who are your relatives, and the neighbors who are your strangers and the friend by your side, the traveler and your servants.

Give in charity what is good of the things you have earned, and of what you produce; do not choose to give what is bad as donations, that is, things you would not accept yourself.

It is good to give donations openly, but it is better to give to the poor in secret.

Be good to your parents.  Look after them with kindness and respect.

Give full measure when you are measuring, and weigh with a balanced scale.

You may dislike something even if it is good for you, but other things that please you may be bad for you.

Allah is with those who preserve themselves from evil and do right.

The Five Pillars of Islam
Shahada – The expression of faith.  “There is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is his messenger.”

Salat – Muslims pray five times every day—dawn, midday, late afternoon, sunset, and at night.  Muslims always face toward the holy city of Mecca.

Zakat –  Muslims give a portion of their income to the poor and to public charities.

Sawm –  Muslims do not eat or drink between sunrise and sunset during Ramadan.  Ramadan is the holy month when the Quran was revealed to Muhammad.

Hajj –  If they are in good health and can afford it, Muslims are expected to journey to Mecca once in their lifetime.
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