



[image: images]








[image: ]






 


THE LITTLE BOOK OF WORLD RELIGIONS


Copyright © Summersdale Publishers Ltd, 2020


All rights reserved.


No part of this book may be reproduced by any means, nor transmitted, nor translated into a machine language, without the written permission of the publishers.


Ross Dickinson has asserted his moral right to be identified as the author of this work in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Condition of Sale


This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


Summersdale Publishers Ltd


Part of Octopus Publishing Group Limited


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


LONDON


EC4Y 0DZ


UK


www.summersdale.com


eISBN: 978-1-78783-730-0




Substantial discounts on bulk quantities of Summersdale books are available to corporations, professional associations and other organizations. For  details  contact  general  enquiries: telephone: +44 (0) 1243 771107 or email: enquiries@summersdale.com.







Introduction


The impact of religion on our world is colossal. Whether you are Jewish or Christian, Muslim or Hindu, whether you are devoutly pious or occasionally spiritual or curiously agnostic or firmly atheistic, religion is woven into the fabric of all our lives. In its myriad shapes and forms, in both its presence and its absence, it can divide people as much as it can bring them together. It can unite dinner tables and countries and even entire empires, or it can drive a wedge between those same dinner tables, those same countries, those same empires. Yet the fact that religion is here, right now and all around us, and the fact that it has been for a very long time and will doubtless continue as such into the future, is as fundamental to the understanding of the human condition as language, music and cooked food.


Religion is absolutely enormous. Its history. Its weight. Its sheer variety. With this in mind, The Little Book of World Religions is, as the name suggests, only a “beginners” guide to the basics. What you are holding in your hands is not an exhaustive academic text but, rather, a whistle-stop tour of the world’s major religions (and several of its minor ones). Here you will find the key facts, beliefs and histories of the faiths followed by a vast proportion of the world’s population, as well as a range of surprising stories, colourful characters and nuggets of information that will leave you aching to find out more. Together, we’ll explore the Big Five (Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism and Buddhism) before immersing ourselves in less well-known (but no less important) faiths such as Zoroastrianism, Shinto, Voodoo and Rastafarianism. But, before all that, let’s go back as far as we can to the earliest known days of religion, when ancient belief systems dominated the cultures and lives of millions.
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 ANCIENT RELIGIONS


The word “religion” comes from the Latin religare(meaning “to bind fast”), so we could argue that before the Romans there was no such thing as religion, for the word had not yet been invented. But that’s obviously silly – we know that the Greeks had their own pantheon of gods and goddesses long before the Romans, and that the Ancient Egyptians had theirs long before even the Greeks. Maybe, technically, these were mythologies rather than religions. They certainly had some staggering differences to the religions of the modern world (foremost among them, in some cases, the sacrifice of animals and even people). Yet they also had many similarities to the doctrines which continue to be practised today: deities, rituals, places of worship, notions of the afterlife, priests and prayer. They may be extinct in the twenty-first century, but these religions of old certainly helped pave the way for the many faiths which followed them.


 


 


 


Mesopotamian


Mesopotamia is one of the oldest known civilizations in the world, and it gave us one of the oldest known mythologies, with written records of religious practices in the area dating as far back as 3500 BCE. Mesopotamia itself – the land “between two rivers”, the Tigris and the Euphrates – was largely what we now call Iraq, and its pantheon of gods all came from two original deities who emerged from the swirling waters of Creation: the male Apsu from fresh water and the female Tiamat from salt water. From these two, thousands of gods came into being, the most important of which were Anu (ruler of heaven), Ki (ruler of earth), Enlil (ruler of air) and Enki (ruler of sea). Despite its astonishingly old origins, the mythology of Mesopotamia includes several tales and legends which will be instantly recognizable to most readers. The Atrahasis, for example, is the epic of a great flood sent by the gods to destroy all human life except for that of Atrahasis himself – a wise man who survives the deluge after the gods tell him to build a boat.


 


 


 


Ancient Egyptian


Around 3100 BCE, several centuries after Mesopotamian mythologies arose, Egypt was unified, remaining as one of the most powerful civilizations in the world until it was conquered by Alexander the Great in 332 BCE. Ancient Egypt is famous today for its towering pyramids and its once-mysterious system of hieroglyphs, and the names of many of its gods and goddesses remain well known to this day. There’s the lord of the underworld, Osiris, and his lover (and sister), the mother goddess Isis. There’s Ra, the god of the sun, and the jackal-headed god of death, Anubis. The goddess of cats was Bast – cats featured heavily in Ancient Egyptian mythology, as they were believed to be sacred or even deities themselves – and she was also the goddess of sex and fertility. Geb was the god of the earth and his wife, Nut, the goddess of the sky. These latter two are perhaps the most beautifully depicted of all the Egyptian gods – Geb’s skin is covered by hills, rivers and forests; Nut’s by constellations of stars.


 


 


 


Ancient Greek


The Ancient Greeks were keen storytellers, and it was in the godly realm that their stories were perhaps the most magnificent. Theirs was a polytheistic mythology, with the 12 Olympians (so named because they lived on Mount Olympus) considered to be the principal gods and goddesses. The king of the Olympian gods was Zeus who, though married to Hera, had a penchant for seducing and sometimes impregnating other goddesses, mortal women, and even the occasional female animal. God of the sea was Poseidon, goddess of love was Aphrodite and god of war was Ares.


But the Olympians were not the only deities for the Ancient Greeks. In fact, there were multitudes. Another race of gods were the Titans – among them Prometheus, who stole fire from the gods to give to mankind. He was punished for his treachery by being chained to a rock, where each day an eagle ate his liver, and each night his liver grew back again to be eaten once more the following day. And there was Atlas, who was made to bear the weight  of the heavens on his shoulders – again as a punishment, because he led the Titan gods in their battle against Zeus’ Olympian gods.


These myriad gods were worshipped in myriad ways by the Ancient Greeks. Sacrifices regularly took place with the slaughtering of animals, but other, simpler sacrifices were also common – families would often not eat and therefore “sacrifice” a portion of their evening meal for Hestia, the goddess of the hearth. Many of the famous buildings from Ancient Greek times were erected as a form of worship: the Parthenon for the goddess Athena (the patron deity of Athens); the Temple of Apollo in Delphi (also the seat of the Oracle of Delphi – a priestess who could be consulted for prophecies said to come from Apollo himself); the Temple of Zeus in Olympia (home to one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, the statue of Zeus). Even the original Olympic Games, held in Olympia under the shadow of the Temple of Zeus, were a festival for and form of worship of Zeus.


 


 


 


Roman


There are many similarities between the Ancient Greek pantheon and the Roman. The Greek Zeus was the Roman Jupiter. The Greek goddess of marriage was Hera and her Roman counterpart was Juno. Both had gods of wine: Dionysus in Greece and Bacchus in the Roman Empire. That they were so similar is of little surprise – both civilizations existed largely across the same eras, separated only by the narrow Adriatic and Ionian Seas, and the Romans adopted many ideas and stories from the Greeks.


Though there aren’t quite so many similarities between the polytheism of the Romans and the monotheism of the three Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity and Islam) which dominate the world today, the Roman Empire’s pantheon of gods nevertheless had a profound impact upon the modern world. Many of its celestial beings gave their names to the celestial bodies which comprise our solar system – among them, the aforementioned Jupiter, as well as Mercury (god of trade), Venus (goddess of love), Mars (god of war) and Neptune (god of the sea). Likewise, Christianity was able to establish and spread itself more widely because it was adopted as the state religion of the Roman Empire some three centuries after the death of Jesus.
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Aztec


On the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, we can find another remarkable empire with its own unique set of religious beliefs. Though it developed much later than the other religions so far discussed (the civilization coalesced sometime in the fourteenth century and lasted until the Spanish conquest in the sixteenth), the Aztec Empire nevertheless engaged in practices we think of today as ancient – most notably that of human sacrifice. It was believed that this particular form of worship must occur daily, for without the blood of a human sacrifice the sun would not rise in the morning. Aztec mythology is resplendent with gods and goddesses whose depictions are as colourful as their names are difficult to pronounce. Among them are Huītzilōpōchtli (“left-handed hummingbird”), the god of war; Quetzalcoatl (“feathered serpent”), the god of life; Tezcatlipoca (“smoking mirror”), the god of the night; and Chicomecōātl (“seven snakes”), the goddess of agriculture.


 


 


 


Norse


The grand stories of Norse mythology, complete with Valkyries, trolls, epic battles and all-powerful hammers, were the creation of the Vikings in Scandinavia in c.790– 1100 ce. Traces of these stories and characters can still be found in the various belief systems of Modern Paganism, as well as in countless comic books and blockbuster movies. At the head of the Norse gods is Odin: supreme deity, king, one-armed shape-shifter, husband to Frigg (goddess and queen) and father to, among many others, the contrary brothers Thor (god of thunder) and Loki (god of mischief). The land of the gods, Asgard, is one of nine worlds (the world of man is called Midgard) which are all connected by the great tree Ygdrasil.
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 THE BIG FIVE


The Big Five are the world’s principal religions – in alphabetical order: Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam and Judaism. Yet the order in which you will find them in this book is not alphabetical. Nor is it an order of supposed importance. Instead, the three Abrahamic faiths (Judaism, Christianity and Islam, which descend from the teachings of the prophet Abraham) will come first in their own chronological order, followed by the two Eastern faiths in the same manner. Known as the Big Five thanks to the enormous number of followers they have across the world (together, they comprise almost five billion people), these are the most widespread and well-known religions on the planet today. And, while the Abrahamic and the Eastern faiths share more in common with themselves than with each other, there are similarities which extend across all five. Most notable among these is what is known as the Golden Rule – that we should treat others as we wish to be treated.


 


 


 


Judaism




ORIGIN: 2000–1800 BCE, Canaan (modern-day Israel/Palestine)


DEITY: Yahweh


SYMBOLS: Star of David; Menorah


KEY SCRIPTURES: Torah; Talmud; Tanakh


MAJOR FIGURES: Abraham; Moses; David


KEY FESTIVALS AND HOLY DAYS: Passover, March/April (celebration of the Exodus); Yom Kippur, September/October (the Day of Atonement); Hanukkah, December (Festival of Lights)


NOTABLE BRANCHES: Orthodox; Conservative; Reform


ESTIMATED ADHERENTS: 14 million (0.18 per cent of world population)





Judaism was the first major monotheistic faith, and few other religions have a history as rich, and as tortured. That there are only 14 million Jewish people in the world today (there are almost twice as many Sikhs) is perhaps not all that surprising when we consider the struggles their antecedents were forced to endure – among them, slavery and the Holocaust. Yet the resilience and the devotion of the Jewish community continues, just as it has done for almost 4,000 years, making Judaism one of the oldest extant religions in the world.
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