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			‘Just as a candle cannot burn without fire, 


			men cannot live without a spiritual life’


			Buddha


		




		

			Introduction


			What is religion? At first, this appears to be a question with an easy answer. It is the worship of a divine being or beings in order to receive something in return, whether it be a good harvest, long life, healthy children, spiritual happiness, entry to heaven, the freedom from fear, or any of the myriad other things that people seek when they create a system of belief. It is not quite that simple, of course, because religion works for believers on many levels. It certainly encompasses spiritual elements, and has important personal aspects, but it also takes on social and political ones too. It is deeply engrained in our lives, even if we are not believers, because not believing also implies a deal of thought about how our lives are guided, why we are here and how we have come to exist. One thing is certain, however – the phenomenon of religion, of trying to explain the world to ourselves and our communities and to extract some benefit from the spiritual, has been an ever-present part of our existence from time immemorial. It can be found in every culture from prehistoric times to the twenty-first century. We see it from the cave paintings and burial behaviour of our ancestors right up to some of the bizarre new religions of today. 


			Religion has always provided believers with a means of understanding the world around them, but also of being able to ensure that powerful natural phenomena work in a community’s favour. The weather, the seasons and the fundamental events of life, such as birth, death, war and illness, were all explained away in religious terms and were often allocated deities for whom one or several of these events and phenomena was a responsibility. They lived in often fantastic realms that were beyond the one in which human beings live. Religion provided the context within which such inaccessible beings could be communicated with in order to seek their help with the problems of everyday life. Prayer has often been the method used and ritual is employed to evoke these spirits or to please them and demonstrate that we care for them. This can be clearly seen in the Japanese religion of Shinto where the spirits known as kami are engaged in a mutually beneficial relationship with people, one with benefits for each side. In other words, keep the kami happy and they will see that you have what you want for a fulfilled life. Of course, such worship is often done in a communal setting, thus welding together a particular society in a shared faith and giving it a collective identity that helps it survive in challenging times and encourages its members to work hard for each other. It is also, of course, a means by which the elite can keep the people beneath them in the hierarchy under their control.


			Religion has survived persecution, war, suppression and the constraints that society has placed upon it because faith, by its very nature, is nothing if not resilient. And even in our materialistic world, where so much of what people used to invest with religious belief is now explained by science, religion persists. In fact, roughly three-quarters of the world’s population consider themselves to hold some sort of religious conviction, whether it be faith in God, or the conviction that alien beings are going to arrive on earth and somehow make everything alright. So, it can safely be said that we need religion, that it is an essential part of living on our planet.


			It is estimated that there are around 4,200 religions in the world. These range from the major religions, such as Christianity and Islam, whose adherents number many millions, down to indigenous faith systems that are practised by the inhabitants of just one village or community. Over the millennia other religions, with their own distinct beliefs, rituals and mythology, have come and gone, or been assimilated by another larger faith or, as has often been the case, by the religion of a conquering or occupying power. Probably the oldest surviving of all these religions is Hinduism which grew out of the folk religions of India and first emerged in the compiling of the Vedas almost two and a half millennia ago. The magnificent Vedic tradition also contributed to the later emergence of Jainism, Buddhism and Sikhism. The Far East saw the rise of its own religious traditions, traditional folk religions blending into Daoism and Confucianism. Meanwhile, the ancient powers of Greece and Rome developed their own idiosyncratic religions with their pantheons of gods. East of the Mediterranean world, Zoroastrianism – to our knowledge, the world’s first major monotheistic faith – was established in Persia and Judaism, the earliest of the Abrahamic traditions, emerged, to be followed by Christianity and Islam. Religions continue to adapt to the challenges of the modern world and still newer ones have emerged, in all religious traditions, sometimes incorporating elements of what has gone before.


			It would, of course, be impossible to cover every religion. However, in these pages, you will learn some of the fascinating histories of the world’s better-known faith systems as well as accounts of the lives of the men who founded them and sometimes gave everything for them. Sacred texts, beliefs, rituals and practices are also detailed.


			At a time when cultures and civilisations are clashing in various parts of the modern world, it helps to gain an understanding of the faith that drives people to do incredible or sometimes evil things. A Pocket Essential Introduction to Religion provides a very good starting point for further study.


		




		

			Prehistory


		




		

			Prehistoric Speculation


			Religious awareness probably developed around the time that humankind first emerged on Earth – around two or three million years ago – but, in the absence of evidence, this is difficult to prove. Various finds have suggested some kind of religious consciousness, such as burial places; the placing of offerings; carved idols; reliefs and paintings on rocks and in caves, possibly representing deities, spirits and cultic figures; and structures such as altars, temples and pillars that possibly have religious associations. But all of this can be little more than speculation.


			If religious thinking did exist, its beliefs and mythology would have been transmitted orally as well as through ritual, but it is possible that many people would have been too preoccupied with just surviving to have much to do with religious belief. What beliefs did exist would have been a good deal more simplistic in pre-literate than in literate times and pre-literate religion would almost certainly have focused on the activities of people at the time – fishing, hunting, gathering food or early types of agriculture. They would be practised in limited tribal societies in which family groupings or kin-groups were hugely important and nature would have had a great deal of influence, just as it did on prehistoric people’s daily lives.


			During the Paleolithic period – the Old Stone Age – people were hunters, food-gatherers or fishermen. By the Neolithic – the New Stone Age – hunters had, on the whole, become farmers and pastoral nomadism developed from this. Two and a half million years ago, early humankind was using tools such as choppers, scrapers and other stone implements they had made themselves. Work was divided between the sexes and food was shared. But still we do not know what their religious convictions were, or if, indeed, they possessed any.


			One of the early representatives of Homo erectus was Peking Man, a group of fossil specimens found during excavations at Zhoukoudian near modern-day Beijing between 1923 and 1927. The skulls that were discovered were broken at the foramen magnum, one of the openings at the base of the skull. This allowed access to the brain which, it is presumed, was removed and eaten for what were probably ritual, magical or religious purposes. In today’s primitive societies, such behaviour is practised so that the consumer of the material somehow assumes the energy or strength of the person being consumed and one might presume this was the case back then. Again, however, all of this is mere speculation. 


			It is with Neanderthal Man that more concrete evidence of religious practices comes to light. Neanderthals, a sub-species of the genus Homo, became extinct around 40,000 years ago. They carried out ceremonies in which they buried their dead and it would appear that they believed in life after death. In one instance, in a cave at Monte Circeo in Italy, a Neanderthal skull was discovered surrounded by a circle of stones and ‘skull burials’ were common throughout the Paleolithic period. What appear to be sacred objects have also been found, items such as round fossils and iron pyrites.


			Neanderthal people were replaced by a new species, our ancestor, Homo sapiens, and by the end of the Lower Paleolithic period, around 300,000 years ago, they had already spread across the world. Probably around 60,000 years ago, Siberian peoples first crossed into the Americas. More than 30,000 years ago Australia was peopled by humans from Indonesia. These movements suggest that the hunting religions that developed in Australia and America, in all likelihood date back to those times.


			It is in the Upper Paleolithic period – roughly between 50,000 and 10,000 years ago – that we see greater examples of religious belief. Burials by hunting people in that era make it clear that they believed in life after death. In southeast France skeletons have been found that are stained with iron oxide and adorned with bracelets. They are even furnished with flint knives and quartzite tools. Property that was special to the dead was buried with them so that they would have use of it in the next life. This can be seen at burial sites from Italy to Russia. 


			Prehistoric Religious Art


			The famous ‘Venus’ figurines date from around that time. These idols, the most famous of which is the ‘Venus of Willendorf’, found by a worker in Willendorf in Austria in 1908, are sculpted from ivory, stone and bone and have been found from France to eastern Siberia. The bodies of the figures are distorted, especially those parts associated with fertility and child-bearing. Some have suggested that they are no more than representations of women of the time. It seems likely, however, from the focus on fertility and sexual functions, that these figures are representations of deities of fertility and fruitfulness. It is, of course, odd that female gods should be so prominent in a society that was based on hunting, undertaken by men. But female birth deities were common, for example in north Eurasian cultures, providing protection during pregnancy and childbirth. Siberian peoples believed in a mother of the animals whom she brought into being and protected.


			Cave paintings are probably the best-known remnant of prehistoric art. Appearing in the Upper Paleolithic period, from about 15,000 BC to 11,000 BC, they are most commonly found in southern France and the north of Spain. 80 per cent of these illustrations are of animals, mainly horses and bison, although reindeer began to be represented late in the period, as the glaciers moved southwards. Could they have been executed in order to secure a bountiful hunt? The representation of an animal might have been a means of ensuring that such a creature was killed in the hunt. We are unsure why the paintings and engravings were done in caves. It was possibly a result of the belief that animals came from under the ground, or once, perhaps, lived in the caves. Scenes showing human figures clothed in animal skins may depict ritualistic performers or even mythical beings.


			It is, as ever, difficult to be certain and many images do not really support the assumptions above but it does seem as if, in the Upper Paleolithic period in Europe, there could have been a type of religion or magical belief centred around fertility and animals. There are examples of reindeer skeletons buried in Siberia, the hope being that the animal would be restored to life either in this world or in another life after death.


			Religion in Neolithic Times


			The Neolithic period – roughly from 10,000 to 3,000 BC – brought the birth of agriculture which allowed the rapidly increasing population of the world – numbering at the time probably around 10 million – to create settlements. Villages were established, and crafts such as pottery developed. In the west Mediterranean, cemeteries have been found on the outskirts of villages whose graves contain gifts and offerings, including female figurines, perhaps intended as servants or to provide comfort in the afterlife. They may even have symbolised goddesses, there to provide protection. Through time, these graves began to vary, according to social status, as some members of the society benefited from the production of surplus products that stability brought and achieved not just wealth but also rank. Bodies began to be buried and coffins began to be used. Eventually cremation was occasionally practised, speaking of a more sophisticated or even more spiritual perception of the afterlife.


			The discovery of full-figured female figurines carved from terracotta, bone or clay, suggests that fertility cults existed. They also emphasise the more prominent position of women in this new agrarian society where they had an important role to play. The mother goddess’s functions were also reflected in this change. She was now a goddess of earth and vegetation. There were many other types of fertility goddesses, and snakes were often to be found wrapped around the figure’s body. In many parts of the world, the snake was at the time a fertility symbol.


			Large buildings for the purpose of worship began to replace the random places selected by the people of the earlier nomadic hunting culture. Sacred, ritualistic objects such as altars, vases emblazoned with ritualistic imagery and sculptures and temples have been found, for instance, in Ukraine and the surrounding region.


			Eastern Asia mirrors developments in the Neolithic period in Europe and Western Asia, but Southeast Asia is more complex and it is more difficult to be precise. Meanwhile, in America, agrarian rituals seem to have not been very different to those of the hunters. The Neolithic period prevailed in certain areas of agricultural America until Columbus arrived in 1492 and even after that.


			Monuments


			It is thought that most of the monuments made up of large stones – megaliths – that began to appear towards the end of the Neolithic Age were for the purpose of burial. These dolmens – single-chamber megalithic tombs – consisted of large flat stones that were supported on large upright stones.


			But, as can be found at Carnac in Brittany, there were also sites where massive stones were placed in alignment. We are ignorant of their purpose, but one theory suggests that they signified ritual procession routes. At Tarxien in southeastern Malta, the Hal Tarxien stone structures seem to have been temples and inside have been found sculptures carved out of chalk that depict human features and gowns. These may be representative of priests and/or the gods and goddesses they worshipped.


			Of course, there are other megalithic structures that appear to possess merely an astronomical function, guiding agriculturalists on when to plant their seeds, for instance. The circle of sarsen stones at Stonehenge on Salisbury Plain in England lines up with the sunrise at midsummer but Stonehenge also seems to have been a place of worship. This type of structure has been found around the world, described by astronomers and experts on prehistory as observatories and megalithic calendars. Nonetheless, this type of astronomy was almost certainly undertaken within a religious context. Soon, around 3,000 BC, great civilisations would be emerging in the river plains in Egypt and Mesopotamia as well as in other areas of the Middle East and Western Asia. The religion that developed there would be distinguished by sacred kings, a religious hierarchy of priests, ritual sacrifice and grand temples. Gods and goddesses would be the subjects of veneration and the afterlife would be delineated.


		




		

			Religions of Antiquity


		




		

			1


			Ancient Egypt


			‘Man, know thyself, and you are going to know the Gods.’ 


			Inscription from Luxor Temple, Egypt


			The Religion of Ancient Egypt


			The fabulous Ancient Egyptian civilisation existed in the lower reaches of the Nile Valley from about 3100 BC until 30 BC, when it became a province of the Roman Empire under Octavian, the future Emperor Augustus (r. 27 BC-14 AD). It is defined by several important periods – the Old Kingdom (c. 2700-2200 BC), the time of powerful pharaohs who left a legacy of mighty pyramids; the Middle Kingdom (c. 2000-1800 BC), also dubbed the Period of Reunification; and the New Kingdom (c. 1550-1225 BC), a time when Egypt was a pre-eminent power in the region. At other times, outside these periods of strength, Egypt was plagued with internal fighting, weak rulers or suffered foreign occupation. During these times, religious customs and beliefs changed, but because there are so many consistencies, it is still possible to discuss what can be termed ‘the religion of Egypt’. 


			Early Egyptian religion can only be explained by referring to objects that have been found before writing first appeared in around 3100 BC. These objects – items such as amulets – are concerned most often with hunting or fertility. There are earthenware figurines of naked women which undoubtedly were about fertility and the aspiration to have many children. Elephant tusk pendants that have been found were probably worn to provide protection for the hunter and guarantee him a successful hunt. Religious rituals are hinted at in pictures painted on pots or scratched on rocks but it is impossible to say precisely what they mean.


			Egyptian gods are a bizarre collection of half-animal, half-human entities, many of them representing elements of the natural world. It is understandable that Egyptians should embrace the natural world for its deities as the country depended on natural phenomena for survival, and the annual flooding of the River Nile was vitally important. It was this that made the land fertile and enabled Egyptian farmers to grow crops. Such important gods needed to be placated with worship and sacrifice and they were often depicted as animals or birds. The sun god, for instance, was represented by a hawk and the cobra, symbolized Renenutet, the goddess of the harvest.


			Cities, too, had deities associated with them. When Thebes was the capital of Egypt during the New Kingdom, for instance, its god, Amun, became a deity who protected the entire nation. But local gods were worshipped in other towns and people would also worship deities that were important to them, such as ones relevant to their profession. A writer, might, for example, worship Thoth, the deity associated with scribes. The pharaoh could himself be a god and so could outstanding individuals. 


			There is also believed to have been a single deity who is unnamed but who controlled the universe and maintained the balance between good and evil. In fact, in the 25 years between 1375 BC and 1350 BC, the pharaoh Amenhotep IV (r. 1353-1336 BC or 1351-1334 BC), a man whose sanity has sometimes been questioned, although others have described him as a visionary, promoted the worship of one god, Aten – the sun’s disc. During his reign, worship of other gods was forbidden. Aten came to be regarded as the source of all life and this power was passed to the king who changed his name to Akhenaten (translated as ‘the one who is beneficial to the Aten’). Whether this move was religious or political, we do not know. Amenhotep may simply have been trying to bring some unity and stability to a nation in turmoil. Whatever the reason, the reform was not well received and the status quo was restored shortly after his death.


			Animals were often deified. Sometimes it would be an entire species and great numbers of baboons, crocodiles, ibises and cats and dogs were mummified and buried. But an individual animal could also be deified. The creature would lead a wonderful life before being mummified and ritually buried on its death.


			Daily Worship in Ancient Egypt


			Gods were treated like humans in Ancient Egyptian ritual. They were wakened in the morning with a choir as part of a morning ritual, and the god’s night clothing was removed from its image. It was then washed, dressed, fed and given something to drink – the food and drink taking the form of offerings. The day continued with the god – or, rather, the image of the god – receiving visitors, being involved in prophesies or other duties. These, of course, were interpreted and delivered by priests which gave these men a considerable amount of power and influence. Offerings of sustenance would be made to the god during the day and he would be put to bed in his shrine at night. These images have not survived but we surmise they were made of stone or precious metal, and, one presumes, given the level of worship, would have been adorned with elaborate ornamentation.


			Festivals were also part of the life of a god and his worshippers, some consisting of a mere offering or a ritual or procession in the temple. Others involved lengthy voyages on the Nile, perhaps to visit another god’s temple. These longer festivals were holidays for the Egyptians. As the god’s shrine floated past on his barge, worshippers, who sometimes travelled considerable distances to be there, would line the river banks, cheering. One document estimates a crowd of around 700,000 pilgrims gathered for one festival. The ornate shrine could not be seen by worshippers as it was carried by a number of bearers on a boat-shaped platform. In the river festivals, the shrine would travel on a vessel made of wood, specially constructed to look very much like the reed boats from the periods when such festivals probably originated.


			After originating in duties performed by local dignitaries, the priesthood evolved into a professional body and occasionally, when a weak pharaoh occupied the throne, the high priest of one of the main Egyptian gods was de facto ruler. There was a hierarchy of religious officials, and women could serve as priestesses.


			Mythology, Stories and The Book of the Dead


			There was no main holy book in Egyptian religion and very few stories of the gods have survived. Some fragments have been assembled into what might be complete stories but we have no way of knowing if these are correct. The Ancient Egyptians appear to have believed the universe was originally filled with water from which a hill emerged that supported life. This, of course, relates to their own existence and the annual subsiding of the life-giving Nile flood waters. The gods emerged from this hill, they believed, and created other gods. Prayers and hymns were written and there were books of wisdom, the contents of which ranged from everyday advice to moral principles and ponderings on the nature of life. They contained guidance, too, on how to live a pious life and, thereby, to please the gods as well as gain the good opinion of other people, thus guaranteeing safe passage to the afterlife. Many images of the time depict the heart of a deceased person being weighed against a feather, the result of which was recorded by the scribe of the gods, Thoth. Osiris was always shown to be present at this ceremony. To be found wanting at this stage meant eternal destruction. 


			The afterworld was important to Ancient Egyptians, as is evident from the food and other items left in tombs from an early date. Later, the images used to decorate tomb walls depict how the Egyptians perceived the afterlife. It reflected this world but in it everything was much better, with bountiful harvests, pretty girls and sumptuous banquets. It did evolve, however. The king was originally believed to spend his time after death with the sun god Ra as he travelled across the sky on his daily journey, but, later, deceased kings began to be associated with Osiris who became the god of the afterlife, the underworld and the dead. As time passed, the association with Osiris spread to include not just the king but all classes of people.


			The journey to the afterworld was an arduous and dangerous one, and the spirit of the deceased encountered all kinds of obstacles and demons en route. Reciting incantations from a roll of papyrus defeated these enemies, allowing the dead person to pass unhindered. These books, or rolls of papyrus are sometimes called The Book of the Dead although other names exist. Copies were deposited in the tomb for the use of the dead person and sometimes the incantations were inscribed inside the coffin or on the walls of the tomb itself.


			Mummification was practised because the Ancient Egyptians believed that the spirit still needed the physical body after death. In cases where the body was not available, if the person had been lost at sea or perished in a fire, for instance, a statue of the dead person or even a painting would be sufficient. The funeral ceremony itself consisted of a ritual named ‘The Opening of the Mouth’. The mouth and other bodily orifices were treated in such a way that they remained open so that the deceased might be able to eat as well as see and hear and perform other bodily functions after death.
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			Zoroastrianism


			‘Truth is best (of all that is) good. As desired, what is being desired is truth for him who (represents) the best truth.’


			Zoroaster, Gathas 27.14 


			Zoroaster


			Zoroastrians follow the teachings of the Iranian prophet Zoroaster who is also known as Zarathustra. He most likely lived in the second millennium BC, although some scholars place him a little later, in the seventh and sixth centuries BC, perhaps around the time of Cyrus the Great (r. 559-530 BC) and Darius I (r. 522-486 BC), emperors of the Achaemenid Empire. His birthplace is unknown but he is said to have started training for the priesthood at the age of seven, graduating at fifteen. Aged twenty, he left home and travelled, but ten years later, at a spring festival, he experienced a revelation, in the form of a shining being on a riverbank. The being announced himself to be Vohu Manah (Good Purpose, Good Mind or Good Thought). He taught Zoroaster about Ahura Mazda (Good Spirit) and five other radiant figures and Zoroaster became aware of two primal Spirits. The second of these was Angra Mainyu (Hostile Spirit) which had two opposing concepts – Asha (Truth, or Righteousness) and Druj (lie). More revelations followed, including a vision of the seven Amesha Spenta – divine entities. His teachings were collected in the Gathas and the Avesta. 


			Zoroaster was vehemently opposed to the oppressive class system in Persia which put him at odds with the authorities. His teachings, therefore, were initially rejected and he was forced to leave his home. According to those who believe in the later date for Zoroaster’s life, when he was 42 years old, he found a patron, in Queen Hutaosa (550-475 BC) and a ruler, Vishtaspa (dates unknown, although he is presumed to be an historical figure), who had adopted Zoroaster’s teachings at an early date. Zoroastrianism became the official religion of his small kingdom in northeast Persia, although its exact location is not known.


			Zoroaster lived for many more years, establishing a faithful following. He married three times, had three sons and three daughters and died at the age of seventy-seven. Stories about his death vary, one saying that he died in a conflict with the Turan people of Persia, another suggesting that he was murdered by Bradres, a priest of the old religion. Following his death, his religion spread throughout Persia, eventually becoming the Persian Empire’s officially sanctioned religion. 


			The Teaching of Zoroaster


			Believers in Zoroastrianism consider their prophet to have been chosen by God to receive his unique revelation which is to be found in the Gathas, a collection of 17 hymns. The hymn form was chosen to transmit these ideas because it made it easier to commit the words to memory at a time when writing was not known and these hymns now form part of the Yasna, the principal act of worship in Zoroastrianism.


			What distinguishes Zoroaster’s teaching from others is his belief in the importance of personal religion, a notion that probably derives from the fact that God appeared to him personally. It is a personal responsibility, he teaches, for men and women to choose between good and evil and they will be judged after death on how well they chose during their life. If the good thoughts outweigh the evil in their lives, they will go to heaven, but those whose life shows greater evil than goodness will be sent to hell. Social status, wealth or position will have no bearing on their fate.


			The sacred chord or girdle – the kushti – a symbol of priesthood to the Indo-Iranians, and a sacred, vest-like shirt made of white cotton, called a sedreh, formed the sacred armour that Zoroaster said would remind believers of their daily battle against evil. It is their ritual dress. The kushti is wound three times around the waist and tied twice in a double knot at the front and back. Its 72 fine, white, woollen threads represent the 72 chapters of the Yasna. The ritual of tying and untying the kushti – Nirang-i Kushti – is performed several times a day and during this ritual, the worshipper must stand in one spot and remain silent. The sedreh is an undergarment worn by Zoroastrians to protect them from evil. It has a small pocket at the front in which the wearer may collect his or her good deeds.


			To Zoroaster, God – Ahura Mazda – was the creator of everything, described as a friend to all. The evil in the world emanated from the Destructive Spirit, Angra Mainyu, creator of the demons, the ruler of hell and the enemy of God from the beginning of time. It is worth noting that, unlike in Christianity, Angra Mainyu, the equivalent of the Devil, is not a fallen angel because that would have made God responsible for him and, consequently, for evil, an unthinkable notion to Zoroastrians.


			The Good Creator also created some heavenly beings. The Bounteous Immortals (Amesha Spentas), the sons and daughters of God, are the leading figures. They could be said to be the equivalent of the archangels found in a number of religious traditions. Rather than having human forms, they are fairly abstract, their names being Vohu Manah (Good Mind); Asha (Truth, or Righteousness); Armaiti (Devotion); Kshathra (Dominion); Haurvatat (Wholeness); and Ameretat (Immortality). These are heavenly beings, therefore, but also aspirations to which followers should devote themselves. There are seven creations of God that the Bounteous Immortals have to protect and which represent them. These are humanity, sky, waters, earth, plants, animals and fire. A representative of each of these, and by extension, of the Bounteous Immortal, is present at significant ceremonies or acts of worship, meaning that there is a symbolic representation of both the heavenly and the earthly worlds at all such events.


			The world, Zoroaster taught, was basically good, although under constant attack from evil, but he foresaw the day when good will finally triumph, and the world will be restored to a state of perfection, the way the Good Creator had made it. At that point, the dead will rise and be judged. Those who have committed evil acts will be consigned to hell and the righteous will dwell in perfection with God throughout eternity.


			The Story of Zoroastrianism


			To the east of Europe, sometime round 3000 BC, a confederation of Indo-European tribes began to break up and go their separate ways. Some ventured south and established settlements in Greece and Rome, while others travelled north to Scandinavia. One group moved east to Persia (today’s Iran) and some ventured as far as India. Those who ended up in Persia and India are most relevant to Zoroastrianism. Known as Indo-Iranians, their own name for themselves was Aryas (or Aryans) – the ‘noble ones’. There were two waves, the first in around 2000 BC travelling through northern Persia and on to Northwest India. Through time, they ousted the Indus Valley civilisation which had held sway in the region since around the middle of the fourth millennium BC. In around 1500 BC a second wave of Indo-Iranians settled in Persia.


			The nomadic Indo-Iranians based their religious beliefs on natural things, viewing their gods not as having human form, but basing them on the natural forces that exert pressures on people – wind, sun, rain and storm.


			We know little of what happened to Zoroastrianism in the centuries after Zoroaster’s death. The movements of the nomadic tribes certainly must have spread it across the Persian plateau and by the sixth century BC, it was Persia’s pre-eminent religion. By that time, the Medes, who had come to power in western Persia in the seventh century, had been supplanted by the Persians.


			In 550, Cyrus (r. 559-530 BC), who had been ruler of the small Persian kingdom of Anshan which was located in southwestern Persia, ousted the Median King Astyages (r. 585-550) before going on, in 547 BC, to take prisoner the fantastically wealthy king of Lydia. He next seized power in the huge Babylonian Empire in 539. In just 20 years, Cyrus had created the world’s largest empire. Even so, he established a reputation for being fair, just and tolerant in his dealings with his subjects. His descendants espoused the same principles and they also spread Zoroastrianism wherever they went, largely via the Magi, the tribe that provided priests. Even though they had worked on behalf of the Medes, they remained in office during Cyrus’s time and long after. They were royal chaplains and whenever a delegation set out to some far-flung corner of the empire on military or diplomatic business, Magi accompanied it. Many also lived in Persian settlements that were established across the empire.


			Alexander the Great ended the Achaemenid Empire in 331 BC, destroying the magnificent royal palace of Persepolis and murdering many priests in the process. He and the empire that followed his – the Seleucid – expressed the desire to unite the Persian and Greek cultures but they were hated by Persians who saw them as little more than foreign intruders. The Seleucids were finally thrown out of Persia in the middle of the second century BC by the Parthians, a native Persian dynasty. Nevertheless, the Parthians, whose empire, lasting from 247 BC until 224 BC, was every bit as extensive as that of the Achaemenids, retained many elements of Hellenistic culture, such as its architectural style and some types of coin. Their empire stretched from North India to Turkey and they stood against Rome, the largest power to do so. By the time Jesus Christ was walking the earth, the Parthians had made Zoroastrianism the world’s leading religion.


			During the Parthian hegemony, the ancient traditions and sacred literature of Persia began to be collected for the first time. The resulting work was named the Avesta. The book is written in the otherwise unrecorded Avestan language and its principal text in the liturgical group is the aforementioned Yasna. This name is derived from the Yasna ceremony which is the main Zoroastrian act of worship. During it, the Yasna text is incanted. The five Gathas are the most important part of the Yasna. These consist of seventeen hymns, the composition of which is attributed to Zoroaster. The hymns, as well as five short texts that are also included in the Yasna, are in the Old Avestan language, also known as ‘Gathic’. The rest of the texts in the Yasna are written in Younger Avestan. This derives not only from a later stage of the language’s development, but from an entirely different region. 


			The Muslim Conquest


			The Parthians were brought down in 224 AD when a minor ruler – Ardashir I (r. 224-242 AD) from the southwest of Persia rebelled against them. He named his dynasty the Sasanid Empire after one of his ancestors, Sasan, and it remained in power until the arrival of the Muslims in the seventh century. From what they left behind, it is evident that the five centuries or so during which they ruled were a time of splendour and glory for Zoroastrian Persia with the Zoroastrian religion enjoying a great deal of power in the empire. The high priest was very influential in the creation of imperial policy, the Zoroastrians always emphasising the importance of the unity of church and state.


			The Prophet Muhammad died in 633 AD and one year later the Muslims first invaded Persia, initially looting and pillaging, but eventually seeking permanent conquest of the empire, a process that took more than sixteen years. The primary objective, of course, was to spread the word of Muhammad and convert people to Islam and the government of Persia was rapidly islamicised although there were no major efforts initially to convert Persians to Islam. The Zoroastrians were treated as dhimmis – non-Muslim citizens in an Islamic state which gave them certain safeguards and the Arab governors were happy to protect the local Zoroastrian population in exchange for tribute. Through time, however, laws were passed that enforced the view that non-Muslims in Persia were inferior. Zoroastrians were oppressed and poor due to the lack of opportunities for advancement and they also became victims of attacks because of their religion. Economic pressure to convert began to be exerted and the nobility and town dwellers were amongst the first to convert, the practice then spreading further, to the landed gentry and the peasants. Measures were introduced to speed up the process. For example, if a member of a family converted to Islam, he immediately inherited all of the family’s property. After the overthrow of the Umayyad caliphate by the Abbasids in 750, Muslim Iranians received better treatment from the new government, both in Iran and in Baghdad. The Abbasids cleverly ‘Zoroastrianised’ Islam in Iran which rendered it easier for Iranians to convert.


			Finally, Zoroastrians, denied education, opportunity and equality, began to migrate to the towns and villages in the great salt deserts, particularly to Yazd and Kerman which, to this day, remain centres of Zoroastrianism. In modern-day Iran, there are now about 25,000 followers of the ancient Persian religion, mainly located in the capital Teheran and on the Yazdi Plain.
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