
 
Hinduism 

 Hinduism is the name given to the traditions of India, due to the people in the Indus River 

valley civilization were called Hindus in ancient times.  The people of India call their religion 

Sanatana Dharma, which means eternal truth, tradition or reality.  Hinduism is the world’s third 

largest religion, and arguably the oldest, dating back to possibly 3500 BCE.  The primary sacred 

texts are the Vedas, which include the Rig Veda, Sama Veda, Yajur Veda, and the Artharva Veda; 

the Brahmanas; the Arahyakas; and the Upanishads; and the Sutras.  The Vedas are the oldest 

scriptures, and contain the hymns used in sacrifice, which is at the core of Hinduism.  The epics 

Ramayana and Mahabharata, which contains the Bhagavad Gita, are also important texts that 

contain stories about incarnations of the gods.   

 Although there are many gods in Hinduism, many followers only recognize one god as their 

ultimate deity, and all other gods are incarnations of him/her.  Vishnu and Shiva are the two gods 

that are often the supreme deity for most followers of Hinduism. The idea of Brahman, or the 

Unknowable, as the unseen but all-pervading reality is also very important in Hinduism.     Hindus 

believe in reincarnation or the cycle of birth, death and rebirth, called samsara.  The cycle is 

propelled by karma, the consequences of your actions and sacrifices.  Moksha, or liberation from 

the cycle, is the ultimate goal, but may take many lifetimes to achieve.   

 

 

Judaism 

 Around 2000 BCE, a covenant was established between God and Abraham, which was the 

start of the Jewish faith, the oldest of the Abrahamic faiths.  Isaac and Jacob were the other 

patriarchs, and Moses is a prominent figure in Judaism.  The Jewish faith is a strict monotheistic 

religion, recognizing God as the only higher power.  The religion was originally centered around the 
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Temple in Jerusalem, but it was destroyed and the Jews were exiled from Jerusalem.  They returned 

to Jerusalem and rebuilt the Temple, but the Romans destroyed it when they took control of 

Jerusalem and Israel.  After that time, the Jewish faith was centered around local synagogues and 

scholars, which gave rise to Rabbinic Judaism.  Other forms of Judaism today are Orthodox, 

Hasidism, and Conservative, and Reform.   

 The main scripture of Judaism is the Tanakh, which consists of three groups of books, the 

Torah, or the Pentateuch (the first five books), Nevi’im and Ketuvim.  The Talmud contains stories, 

laws, and other commentaries on every aspect of Jewish life.  It is comprised of the Mishnah, or the 

oral Torah, commentaries and explanations of the laws in the Torah; and the Gemarra, 

commentaries on the Mishnah.  

 The Sabbath begins at sundown on Friday and continues through Saturday, it is considered 

to be a day of rest.  The important holidays and festivals are Passover, remembering Moses leading 

the Jews from slavery in Egypt; Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year; Yom Kippur, the day of 

atonement and fasting; Sukkoth, a day of thanksgiving; Hanukkah, an eight day feast of dedication; 

and Shavout, remembering God’s revelation of the Torah to the Jewish people.   

Christianity 

 Christianity focuses on Jesus Christ as an incarnation of God, and is centered on the 

teachings, miracles, crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth.  Christianity is a monotheistic 

religion, but a main belief is the Trinity, which sees God as three parts, the Father, the Son and the 

Holy Spirit.  It is the largest religion in the world today, and has thousands of denominations.  The 

three main branches are Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Protestant.   The sacred and authoritative 

text is the Bible, which contains the Old Testament and New Testament.  The Old Testament is 

primarily Tanakh, plus a few other books not included in the Jewish bible.  The New Testament 

contains the Gospels, written by the disciples; the Acts, written by Luke; Epistles, letters written by 



Paul; and Revelations, apocalyptic texts that contain references to Jesus’ return to reestablish the 

Kingdom of God on earth.  The Ten Commandments are also extremely important to most 

Christians.   

 The rituals in Christianity include Sunday worship, prayer, study of scriptures, baptism and 

the Eucharist, or communion.  The most important holiday is Easter and the preceding Holy Week.  

These days remember the Last Supper, Jesus’ crucifixion, and his resurrection from the dead.   

Christmas is also observed as the day of Jesus’ birth.  Christians believe in salvation through Jesus 

Christ, which will lead to everlasting life.  

 

Buddhism 

 Buddhism began when Siddhartha Gautama, a prince in Nepal around 566 BCE, left his 

privileged life to find the meaning of suffering he saw in the world.  He became the Enlightened 

One, or the Buddha, and began to teach his path to Nirvana to others.  A Sangha, or community, of 

monks and nuns began to follow the Buddha and his Dharma, which developed into the practice of 

Buddhism, also called the Middle Path.  The basics of Buddhism are centered on the 4 Noble Truths 

and the Eightfold Path, which together explain the reason of suffering and how to overcome that 

suffering to live a better life.  Anatman is the key to realization of suffering and attachment, and 

means literally no self, or everything depends on something else.  Buddhists also believe in the 

cycle of birth, rebirth and death, samsara and karma, as do the Hindus.  The difference lies in the 

liberation of the cycle, called Nirvana or Parinirvana (death with no rebirth) in Buddhism.   

 There are three branches of Buddhism, Theravada, the original form of Buddhism, 

Mayahana, the form that includes Bodhisattvas to help everyone achieve enlightenment, and 

Vajrayana, founded in Tibet, and led by the Dalai Lama.   Pure Land Buddhism and Zen or Ch’an 

Buddhism are some of the other forms.  There are many texts regarding Buddhism, the earliest 
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being the Pali Tipitaka, a collection of teachings in the Theravada form of Buddhism.  There are 

many Sutras that contain the experiences and lessons from the Buddha, and the Canon, which 

contains over 2,000 printed works. The 3 Jewels or Refuges are repeated before meditation, and 

include the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha.  Some Buddhists also believe there is a Buddha, 

Maitreya, who has yet to come, and will when Buddhism has declined and the Dharma is not being 

taught anymore, and those who are devoted to him will be enlightened when he comes.   

 

Islam 

 Islam is the world’s second largest religion.  Muslims believe Islam was the original 

religion, dating back to the creation of the world and all prophets have preached Islam, the belief in 

one God, called Allah in Arabic.  Islam literally means the “submission to God”, and a Muslim is 

one who submits or surrenders to the will of God.  The people of Mecca before the time of 

Mohammed believed in multiple gods and idols, and the society was full of barbarity.  The Prophet 

Mohammed received the Qur’an in 610 AD, and began teaching the belief in one God to the people 

of Mecca and spread Islam.   

 The Qur’an is the book written from the recitations that Mohammed received from Allah, 

and Muslims today still memorize and recite the entire Qur’an.  The Hadith is another book 

important to Islam, and is a report of everything else Mohammed said and did in his life because he 

was a model of how to live in complete submission to the will of Allah.  After Mohammed’s death, 

Abu Bakr was named the first Caliph or successor to the prophet, and leader of the community.  The 

disagreement over the Caliphs became the source of the two divisions of Muslims, the Sunnis and 

the Shiites.   

 The Six Articles of Faith are the main doctrines of Islam.  These include belief in one God; 

angels; the scriptures of the Torah, Psalms, Gospels and the Qur’an; the Prophets, from Adam to 
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Mohammed; resurrection from the grave and being held accountable for their actions in life; and the 

Divine Creed.  The Five Pillars of Islam are the duties a Muslim perform to demonstrate their faith.  

They include Kalima, the testimony of faith; Salat, prayer fives times a day directed toward Mecca; 

Zakat, giving 2.5% of yearly wealth to charity; Sawm, fasting during the month of Ramadan from 

sunrise to sunset; and Hajj, pilgrimage to the Kaba in Mecca at least once in their lifetime.  

Ramadan is the most sacred month for Muslims, commemorating the Qur’an being revealed to 

Mohammed by the angel Gabriel.  

Taoism 

 Taoism is an Eastern religion, but it usually encompasses one’s entire way of living, and 

becomes a life philosophy.  It is centered on the Dao, which is an elusive term to define, but may be 

understood as “the way” or “the path”.  A follower of Taoism tries to harmonize their life with the 

Dao, and practice wu-wei, actionless action or letting nature take its course.  The yin-yang symbol 

and its interpretation are important in Taoism, which represents the balance of opposites in the 

universe.  One is at peace when they are balanced; it is when the forces are out of balance that 

disarray and confusion arise.  Chi, or vital energy, is involved in many aspects of a Taoist’s life.  

Feng shui, Tai Chi and acupuncture are practices used to balance chi in everyday life [that show 

Taoist influence].   

 The Tao Te Ching is a sacred book to Taoism and was written by Lao-tse.  He is believed by 

some to be the founder of Taoism, or to be a mythical character by others.  The book is divided into 

two parts, the Dao, containing verses about the power; and the De, with passages about virtue.  The 

Tao Te Ching is the second most translated book in the world, after the Bible. 

  



Confucianism 

 Confucianism came from the writings and teachings of Kung Fu-zi, who had a vision of a 

government run by ethical, noble people to create a stable kingdom.  He never achieved power in 

his lifetime to implement this vision, but 200 years after his death the emperor enacted a test on his 

teachings that was required to serve in the government.  Confucianism as a religion grew out of this 

and involves the values of li, proper practices of rituals; ren, benevolence or humaneness; yi, 

righteousness; and xin, honesty and trustworthiness.  Shu, or reciprocity, gives rise to the Confucian 

Golden Rule, do not to others as you wouldn’t have done to you.  The Five Hierarchal relationships 

are central in Confucianism.  These include ruler to subject, father to eldest son, elder brother to 

younger brother, husband to wife, and older friend to younger friend.  Each participant has a 

specific moral or duty they must uphold.  These relationships show filial piety and veneration of 

elders as being very important in Confucianism.   

 The sacred texts of Confucianism include the Four Books and the Five Classics.  The Four 

Books include the Analects, sayings of Confucius, and the writings of Mengzi, who was another 

important figure to the development of Confucianism.   The Five Classics include the I Ching, or 

the Book of Changes, which describes a divination system to determine the direction of change in 

the future.   

 

  

Good overview. 
 
5/5 
  
  
  
   


	Hinduism
	Judaism
	Christianity
	Buddhism
	Islam
	Taoism
	Confucianism

