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Editor’s Preface

n 2001 Thomson Gale had a simple but ambitious
Igoal: to produce an encyclopedia outlining the con-
temporary religious practices of every country in the
wotld—from the very largest, such as China, India,
Brazil, and Russia, to the smallest, such as Tuvalu,
Andorra, and Antigua and Barbuda. Because this infor-
mation has not been readily available in books or other
sources in libraries, as well as on the Internet, the proj-
ect required years of planning and hard work by a large
group of people: our distinguished board of 10 advis-
ers, the 245 scholars and other subject specialists com-
missioned to write essays or to review the text of their
colleagues, and the editorial staff of Thomson Gale.
The result was this publication, the Worldmark Encyclopedia
of Religious Practices. It joins an already existing series of
Worldmark encyclopedias, including the Worldmark
Encyflopedia of the Nations and the Worldmark Enfy[lopedia of
Cultures and Daily Life.

Organization
The Worldmark Encyclopedia of Religious Practices has

three volumes. Volume I includes essays on the history,
beliefs, and contemporary practices of 13 major faith
Traditional Bah?’i,
Buddhism, Christianity, Confucianism, Hinduism,

groups—African Religions,
Islam, Jainism, Judaism, Shinto, Sikhism, Taoism, and
Zoroastrianism—and 28 of their subgroups, such as
Anglicanism, Reform Judaism, Mahayana Buddhism,
and Vaishnavism. These essay topics, selected by our
advisory board, represent not only the world’s largest
religious groups but also smaller faiths that have had sig-
nificant historical, cultural, or theological impact.
Because of space limitations, we could not include essays
on all groups worthy of discussion. Each essay in vol-
ume [ is organized with the same subject headings—for
example, “Moral Code of Conduct” and “Sacred
Symbols”—allowing easy comparison of a topic from
one religion or subgroup to another. Printed at the top
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of each essay in volume I is a population map display-
ing the group’s distribution throughout the world.

By discussing broadly various religions and sub-
groups, volume I provides the background or context
for more fully understanding the information in vol-
umes 2 and 3. These subsequent volumes together con-
tain 193 essays, each focusing on the contemporary reli-
gious practices of a particular country. Organizing the
topic of religious practices by country assumes that geo-
graphical and, in particular, political boundaries—
because in varying degrees they mark off areas of unique
history, culture, and influence—encourage distinctive
ways in which a religion is practiced, despite shared

beliefs held by all members of a religion.

The essays in volumes 2 and 3 follow a standard
format: statistical information, an overview of the coun-
try, one or more sections on major religions, a discussion
of other religions, and a bibliography. The statistical
information includes the country’s total population and
a breakdown by percentage of the major religious
groups. The “Country Overview” section contains an
“Introduction,” providing a geographical or historical
summary of the country needed to understand religious
activities in the area, and a subsection on “Religious
Tolerance,” discussing such topics as freedom of wor-
ship, religious discrimination, ecumenical movements,
and the relationship between church and state.

Every country essay then proceeds with a major reli-
gion section on each religion whose followers make up
2§ percent or more of the country’s population. In some
countries just one religion, such as Christianity, Islam, or
Buddhism, has at least this percentage of followers, but
in other countries two or three religions each have more
than 25 percent, thus resulting in the essay including
two or three major religion sections. Exceptions to the
rule were made for a small number of essays, most

notably for China, where Buddhism, at 8 percent of the
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EDITOR'S PREFACE

population, and Christianity, at 6.5 percent, were given
their own sections. China’s population, however, is
immense, and Buddhism’s 8 percent, for example, repre-
sents 103 million people, more than the entire popula-
tion of most countries. In some essays the major religion
section is on a religious subgroup; this occurs when a
subgroup, such as Roman Catholicism, dominates the
country or when the country, such as Sweden, has had a
historically important state church.

Each major religion section is broken down into the
following 18 subsections, which describe the religion’s
distinctive qualities in that country. “Date of origin,” for
example, refers to the year not when the religion was
founded but when it was introduced into the country.
“Major Theologians and Authors” discusses significant
religious writers from the country. “Mode of Dress”
details any clothing or styles distinctive to adherents in
the country. Because each major religion section is divid-
ed into the same 18 subject headings, religions can be
easily compared from one country to another.

I. Date of Origin

Number of Followers

History

Early and Modern Leaders

Major Theologians and Authors
Houses of Worship and Holy Places
What is Sacred?

Holidays and Festivals

Mode of Dress

Dietary Practices

Y 0N ok N

— =
— O

. Rituals (outlining such practices as worship serv-
ices, prayer, and pilgrimages)

»—<
N

Rites of Passage

—
w

. Membership (discussing ways of encouraging new
members)

I4. Social Justice (in relation to poverty, education,
and human rights)

IS. Social Aspects (focusing on marriage and family)
16. Political Impact
17. Controversial Issues

I18. Cultural Impact (in the arts, such as literature,
painting, music, dance, and architecture)

Each country essay ends with a summary of other
religions—those that make up less than 25 percent of
the population—and a bibliography, which recommends

other books and articles for further reading.
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hile religion is universal throughout human cul-
V‘ Y ture, its variations are so extensive that authori-
ties do not always agree on a definition. Scholars have
identified more than S0 characteristics of religion, from
belief in gods or God to sophisticated ideas about a
philosophical worldview. Some authorities regard reli-
gion as a particular kind of human experience, as a spe-
cial way of living together, or as offering answers to cer-
tain vexing questions, such as why there is something
rather than nothing or whether there is a larger purpose
for evil. Religion is sometimes held to be bound up with
what a particular group chooses as sacred, whether that
be an object (totem), a being (God), a text (scripture),
or a fundamental law of nature. Some believers hold that
religion 1s beyond comprehension by the human mind,
with study of it reserved for specially gifted people, a
view that makes religion an esoteric, or secret, activity.
On the other hand, many languages have no specific
word to identify the human sensibility we call “religion.”
In these cases, acts of piety are simply considered natu-
ral or ordinary, so that there is no need to identify a dis-
tinctive experience.

In addition, how are innovations in religion under
the pressures of modern life to be understood? For
example, is the cooking and eating of a wild boar by a
contemporary urban Melanesian a rehgious rite, even if
it is not accompanied by the ceremony and ideology that
traditionally attended such an act? Is a pious attitude
sufficient for the act to be called religious? Further, if
ideas are modern, are they less religious than views
established long ago? What, for example, is to be made
of the belief held by some Muslims that the best com-
munity existed at the time of the Prophet Muhammad,
that the Islamic community today is somehow “less
Muslim” than it was then? Or how is one to understand
ancient gods? Osiris, for example, was once widely wor-
shipped in Egypt but has few, if any, followers today.

Does this mean that the most powerful beings humans

Wortldmak Encyclopedia of Religious Practices
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once identified with and worshipped can “die”? And is
a rule dating from biblical times still applicable today, or
can “timeless” revelations be modified in the light of
new discoveries? Despite the fact that there seem to be
thousands of new religions, is it possible to say that a
new religion is “better” than an old one? These and
other issues surrounding contemporary religion are stag-
gering in their complexity.

In spite of the difficulties in defining religion, it is
essential to understand the phenomenon, for it touches
almost every facet of life, from themes in popular cul-
ture, to perceptions of well-being, to motivations for
global terrorism. Even those who reject religion, who
blame it for human problems, or who regard it as a relic
of the past should understand contemporary religion. It
is also important that people understand the history of
religion, including its power and its spread. Consider
Christianity, for example, which began as an obscure
movement in a tiny place outside Jerusalem some 2,000
years ago but which spread to Byzantium and Rome,
centers of the then-known world, where it was adopted
as the state religion. It later spread throughout Europe
and followed European movement into the New World,
and it has since spread to virtually every part of the
earth. In the late twentieth century, reform movements
from countries outside its traditional home, as with the
doctrines of the Korean evangelist Sun Myung Moon,
began to return to the heartland of Christianity with a
revitalized vision. Thus, there are Christians from the so-
called Third World who are now challenging Western
nations to become “religious” once again. Such
dynamism cannot be ignored by those who wish to
understand the forces that motivate societies today.

The Worldmark Encyclopedia of Religious Practices focuses
on contemporary expressions of world religion. It
accepts the fact that there are international communities
of faith, along with numerous branches within them,
and that these define the world of religion today.
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INTRODUCTION

Volume 1 contains articles on the following 13 major
religious groups: African indigenous beliefs, the Baha'i
faith, Buddhism, Christianity, Confucianism, Hinduism,
Islam, Jainism, Judaism, Shinto, Sikhism, Taoism, and
Zoroastrianism. In addition, there are separate articles
on a number of major branches within these groups—
for example, in Buddhism, on the Mahayana, Theravada,
and Tibetan traditions.

This organization may seem misleading, for it does
not indicate that religious ideas interact with one anoth-
er or that similar perceptions are found in several reli-
gions. In addition, there is far more variety within each
of these religions and subgroups than this approach sug-
gests. Such matters are dealt with in Volumes 2 and 3 of
the encyclopedia, where the diversity of religious prac-
tices in the various countries of the world is discussed.
Still, the organization of Volume I is useful in showing
that the subject is not limitless. It is possible to sketch
the main dimensions of religious practice according to
the traditions with which believers identify, an approach
that scholarship has come to accept.

Common Elements in Religious
Practice

Given the religious diversity found throughout the
wortld, how can one hope to gain adequate knowledge of
the subject? Are there basic ways of approaching the
study of religion? It is often said that religion insists on
a certain kind of reality, something that is larger than the
individual or the immediate community. Such a reality is
usually defined as a force or person of greater “power,”
something beyond human creation. What results from
human interaction with this power may be called “reli-
gious.” It may not be possible to prove such a reality, or
to “know” it, conclusively. Nonbelievers, for example, do
not accept its existence or share in the relationship.
What is possible, however, is to document how people
act when they are acting religiously. Thus, what appears
to be crucial in understanding religion is practice—that
is, activity related to the experience of a greater power.

Consider prayer, for example. Although there are
considerable variations in how people pray, normally it
1s possible to tell the difference between believers at
prayer and believers acting in an “ordinary” way. In
prayer there are certain ways of moving, stances adopt-
ed, demeanors assumed, and words uttered—all of
which appear to indicate a direct relationship between
the believer and the greater power. Prayer brings believ-

xiv

ers into communication with the transforming agent, or
higher power, that is the basis of their religion and their
world.

Every religion has a system that establishes how that
religion is experienced (as, for example, in prayer), giving
a structure to its activities and providing an intellectual
basis for the believer’s perception of reality. Students of
religion have an number of terms for such systems,
including “philosophy,” “theology,” “beliefs,” “values,”
and “doctrines.” In some religions these systems are
spelled out in an elaborate manner, as, for example, in
the doctrine of the Trinity (Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit) in Christianity. They may be part of a larger sys-
tem of teaching and learning, as with Dianetics in the
Church of Scientology. In some religions, however, there
is less emphasis on theory than on acts, with reference
made to basic beliefs only when queries are raised or
when disagreements arise. This can be seen, for example,
among Japanese shamans who perform healing rituals
but who seldom talk about the spirit world they are
encountering,

It is important to note that many religious practices
arose from ancient rituals related to major life pas-
sages—for example, rites for girls and boys when they
reach puberty. Some practices, such as those surround-
ing birth, marriage, and death, are as old as humankind.
For many believers there is something reassuring about
religion’s connection with the stages and cycles of life,
and people may actively participate in such rites even
when they are not sure about the meaning of what they
are doing,

Although every religion has distinctive practices,
several common features are discussed here.

RITUALS Throughout life, rituals are used to express
meaning. There are formal words used when greeting
someone of an official rank, for example; gifts for peo-
ple on special occasions; and the shaking of a hand when
it is offered. It is possible for a person to ignore these
practices, but there may be repercussions in doing so. By
providing a grounding for life, rituals, rites, and cere-
monies take on critical importance.

One of the most important ways of expressing reli-
gious feeling is through rituals. Believers, for example,
use rituals to interact with their conception of the
source of life. The indigenous people of the Plains tra-
dition in North America smoke a pipe as a means of
sending their prayers to the Spirit World, and Tibetan

Buddhists chant in meditation to encounter the

Worldmark Encyclopedia of Religious Practices



Thunderbolt reality that lies beyond ordinary percep-
tion. In conveying their concerns and feelings to their
sacred entities, believers do not see themselves as “using"
rituals to manipulate the situation. Rather, they believe
that such acts are a way of communicating with the
object of their religious sensibilities.

For those who hold that communication with the
gods or God is the purpose of religion, worship is a
basic ritual, and in most religions worship is demanded
of the faithful. Even in Buddhism, where the basis of
religion is not worship, loving adoration of the Buddha
is ordinarily a crucial part of the believer’s rituals. In
addition, most religions have developed rites that chart
the growth of a person from birth to death and beyond,
thus providing activities called rites of passage. These
rites move a person through various levels of privilege
and responsibilities. In some religions the performance
of rites and ceremonies is considered so critical that they
can be carried out only by specially endowed people,
usually called priests, who operate as mediators between
divine power and the individual believer.

The practices and rituals of any religion are direct-
ly affected by its conception of the spiritual world, that
is, by its system of beliefs. When theism (belief in God)
is a central tenant, the resulting religious practices in one
way or another invoke the deity in its rituals. Further,
how people conceive of the gods or God directly shapes
practices. Christians speak of God’s love as revealed
through Jesus Christ and hold that God offers spiritual
tulfillment and personal redemption through the doc-
trines reflected in the Trinity. As a result, Christians have
developed rituals that embrace this belief, such as the
commemorations and celebrations of Easter or the ritu-
als of baptism. Jews, on the other hand, stress the wor-
ship of “the God of our Fathers, the God of Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob,” emphasizing the importance of a spir-
itual lineage with God. For Jews this lineage is demon-
strated through the reading of the laws of God as set
forth in the Hebrew Scriptures. By contrast, Hinduism
has embraced many names for the diversity of spiritual
reality, and Hindus observe a great number of rituals to
express this exuberance of deities. On the other hand,
those religions that do not involve belief in gods, includ-
ing those of certain indigenous peoples, have quite dif-
ferent rituals. For example, in the past, Inuit shamans
and medicine people maintained a vigorous religious life
that involved spirits of the “other” world. They per-
formed ceremonies honoring and submitting to these
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spirits, although they did not “worship” them in the

sense commonly understood in Western religious rituals.

CELEBRATIONS AND OBSERVANCES Festive occa-
sions bring people together and foster a sense of belong-
ing, reflecting the deep-seated need within humans to
move beyond the everyday. People celebrate birthdays,
couples toast each other on a wedding anniversary, and
victories on battlefields give rise to ceremonies of
remembrance and introspection. Likewise, religions
pause throughout the year to celebrate those events that
make them unique, the result being an array of religious
holidays and festivities. From the wandering Hindu san-
nyasi (mendicant), whose presence is regarded as benefi-
cial, to the reaction of an infant upon first seeing Santa
Claus, celebrations bond people to their religious fami-
lies.

Many religions also celebrate their founding. Such
celebrations look to a defining time in the past and
rejoice at its continuing influence. For believers such a
celebration brings with it a sense of liberation and free-
dom. Sometimes such observances, along with their
accompanying feasts and festivals, are criticized for the
waywardness they encourage or for their expense on the
public purse. Critics, for example, often single out
Christmas decorations and gift giving as reflections of
such extravagance. Despite this, they are treasured by
people for the benefits they bestow.

SCRIPTURE Authoritative religious teachings are those
sources of inspiration that embody a tradition’s wisdom.
They take on a hallowed character that puts them
beyond normal human creativity. For believers such
teachings are not exhausted through reading, for they
can become the source of theology, meditation, or even
healing, to say nothing of their use to provoke division
and militancy. The teachings also reveal the standards by
which the believer is to live. In most religions there is a
written document, or scripture, that conveys this materi-
al. The oldest is thought to be the Rig Veda, which
includes materials that may date from before the begin-
ning of writing—that is, to around 4000 B.C.E.
Scripture is sometimes held to be timeless, as, for exam-
ple, with the Koran—thewords were delivered by the
Prophet Muhammad but the message is believed to date
to the very establishment of humans upon the earth.

Because writing is relatively recent in human histo-
ry, religion has not always relied on a written text. Even
some literate peoples have never assigned true authority
to written forms, preferring instead the immediacy of
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the oral version. Devout Muslims, for example, pointing
to the oral origins of the Koran, regard the oral version
of “pure Arabic” as the only authoritative version.
Others, like the Quakers, hoping to ward off dogma and
worrying that a text might become frozen into literalism,
have refused to accept anything but a flexible interpreta-
tion. Further, in certain religious contexts, such as ritual
activity, there remains a preference for oral versions
among some groups—for example, Buddhists—even
though they have written texts. In place of a written
canon some religions have sacred stories that are passed
on orally from one authoritative speaker to another. The
stories may take on the character of scripture, with peo-
ple referring to them as the basis for their actions. In
such traditions the authorities have the freedom of
recasting the stories according to the audience and the

spiritual need of the moment.

One of the most important uses of scripture is to
provide the language of religious rites, with believers
using its passages as a means of communicating with the
living object of their faith. In this case the text becomes
a vehicle of communication at another, perhaps deeper
spiritual level than when it is simply used to affirm a
specific doctrine. At this level scripture fosters a state of
spiritual being and unites those focused upon it in ways
that few other writings can. This is why it is difficult to
disassociate scripture from the ritual life and personal
piety of the group. The use of a scriptural text in schol-
arship outside the religious tradition is sometimes said
to distort its original purpose, provoking criticism from
believers that outsiders are trying to interpret what are

essentially sacred sources.

Not all scriptures are conceived of as written by
God. The Analects of Confucius, for example, are
regarded as inspired writings that give details on a prop-
erly ordered life, but they are held up not as the word of
God but rather as spiritually superior insights from a
master. In addition, many practitioners of New Age
beliefs argue that true religion is syncretic or eclectic,
that people may pick and choose which scriptures or
parts thereof are most meaningful and then make up
their own authoritative text. Such individualism seems to
violate the traditional sense of a sacred text as the focus
of group loyalty. Thus, not only can scripture undergo
transformation within the life of a tradition itself but its
traditional meaning has been challenged in the contem-

porary world.

xvi

THEOLOGY In many religions it is particularly impor-
tant to describe the intellectual basis of the faith.
Throughout history great minds have wrestled with the
problems of explaining the reality behind one or anoth-
er religion, their efforts producing an interpretation of
God and related terminology that is called “theology.”
As with activities like prayer or sacrifice, the theologies
of the various religions show considerable diversity, and
despite the attempt to use words and phrases that can be
understood by ordinary people, the subject is sometimes
difficult. Further, in some religions certain ideas are not
discussed in a systematic way, even though they involve
important doctrines of the tradition. Ideas surrounding
death and life after death are examples.

Theology has been of particular importance in
Western religions, especially in Christianity. In the
Christian tradition theology is a highly organized pro-
fession, with the various churches exercising vigorous
control over the ideas perpetrated in their names. At
least in Western culture, theology has a long history sep-
arate from both philosophy and science, and it often
involves intellectual activity at a sophisticated level.
When theology addresses doctrine, it attempts to
explain the principal ideas of a religion in a way that
both adherents and interested observers can understand.
It also develops ways of dealing with puzzles that are
created by its own system of thought. For example, in
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, which as monotheistic
religions embrace the doctrine of God as all-powerful
and all-good, the existence of evil in the world is a prob-
lem. For the ordinary believer some of these complica-
tions may be beyond solution, and believers sometimes
simply embrace such difficulties as part of the weakness
of the human mind in trying to comprehend what is

beyond the everyday.

ETHICS Every religion serves as the foundation for a
system of ethics, or standards of moral behavior. For
some religions adherence to such standards is regarded as
the very basis of the believer’s relationship with God, as,
for example, with the Torah, or teachings, in Judaism.
For others ethics promotes well-being and a healthy
society. In the Confucian tradition, for example, devo-
tees believe that the successful person is one who is
neighborly and giving. In effect, that person’s key moral
goal in life is to express ren (or jen). Such a person is held
to be dedicated to human relationships and consequent-
ly subjects all personal acts to the rule of moral conduct.
Acting out that value in life is religion. Confucius thus
summed up the standard for human relationships in the
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Analects as “Never do to others what you would not like
them to do to you,” which is strikingly similar to the bib-
lical adage “Do unto others as you would have others do
into you” (Matt. 7:12). Islam also asserts that God has
established the true way and that living according to the
Shari‘ah, or religious law, is the most basic responsibili-

ty of the Muslim.

Most religions share the concern that their moral
values be expressed concretely in people’s lives. There is,
for example, an almost universal interest among religions
in helping the poor and in providing education for chil-
dren. Religion affirms that there are certain principles
that should be enshrined in society, since the values they
represent are the foundation of a beneficial community
life. It is for this reason that religions advocate such
qualities as honesty and truthfulness and oppose greed
and materialism. Likewise, everywhere religion thrives
there is concern for the uniqueness and sanctity of
human life. Agreements on matters such as these suggest
deeper patterns that transcend religious boundaries.

Ethical questions also arise in the relationship
between religion and science. There was a time when sci-
ence, seen as objective and free of “beliefs,” was held to
be a type of knowledge unfettered by religious convic-
tions. Few people would agree with this view now, how-
ever, for modern science itself has come to be seen as the
result of particular cultural assumptions. Science has
developed in certain ways because of complex influences
from the culture in which it has grown, with one of
these influences being religion. The freedom to pursue
research regardless of the consequences, for example,
reflects an aggressive individualism that could not have
developed without belief in the individual’s responsibil-
ity for knowledge, a view derived from religion.

Scientists are themselves human, of course, and they
respond to various religious sensibilities. Because science
is a human activity, scientists are not “outside” culture or
totally “objective,” especially when they deal with human
problems. Thus, science sometimes comes into conflict
with a deeper sense of what is right. Issues like human
cloning, for example, are debated by all people, and sci-
entists must sometimes arbitrate between their religious
feelings and values and what is scientifically possible.
Further, questions have been raised about the legitimacy
of any science that operates without social and cultural
oversight—that is, outside a solidly- based ethics.

It has been argued that, since different religions pro-
mote different standards of moral behavior, ethics
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should not be grounded in religious belief. Further,
some people have pointed to new problems, such as the
international scourge of HIV/AIDS, faced by humans
today as evidence that religion cannot handle modern
ethical problems. Others have claimed that some of the
problems of the modern world are legacies of religion
itself.

Such critics usually advocate a system of secular
ethics. Religious believers, however, argue that in a secu-
lar system people are not schooled in and do not inter-
nalize the age-old patterns that have undergirded human
civilization. Believers maintain, for example, that secular
ethics seems not to provide an educational grounding in
matters of respect and dutifulness, which have tradition-
ally been provided by religion as the foundation for rela-
tionships among people. Moreover, believers point out
that charges of inadequacy against religious ethics are
unfair, since the world is littered with failed attempts to
shape a secular moral sensibility. The rise and fall of
Marxism is a notable example. The history of such
attempts gives little comfort to those making the secular
argument, and the result has been a renewed attempt to
reaffirm religious value as a foundation of modern life.

Thus, although the modern world poses many dif-
ficulties for believers in every culture, religious groups
maintain that their perspective is essential for civiliza-
tion. Most believers argue that religious tradition
addresses issues in a more positive way than does any
other approach. Using the tools of promotion and
advertising, religions have entered into competition with
other forces as they challenge individuals and societies to
live according to a better plan. Seen from this perspec-
tive, religion has taken on a business hue, with the vari-
ous traditions competing for followers in the market-
place of contemporary life.

OBSERVANCE AND EXPLANATION OF DEATH Most
religions deal with death by providing rituals of condo-
lence and assurances that life goes on, even if in a differ-
ent way and on another level. Some religions claim to
hold keys to eternal life as part of their mandate, while
others claim to provide the means by which a person can
face the next phase of life. Even those religions that do
not maintain a belief in life after death provide means
for a sense of closure and acceptance at the ending of

life.

Most cultures accept the idea that death falls with-
in the compass of religion. As in other matters, there is
a wide variety of approaches. Indigenous peoples antic-
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ipate living on in an ancestral world, sometimes charac-
terized by festivities that provide endless moments of
delight before some part of a person once again takes on
bodily form in this world. Hindus believe in a form of
transmigration: with the death of the body in this world
a movement into a transitory state from which a person,
depending on his or her karma, ultimately exits in
another form. Buddhists hope to achieve nirvana, a state
that is not material. Western religions, on the other
hand, are based on a strong sense of linear time, and
although they hold that death is the end of earthly life,
they believe that at least a spiritual element lives on. Such
religions hold that following death there occur various
events, including judgment, purification, and, ultimately
for believers, a glorious life in a paradise, or heaven.

Geographic Variations in
Religious Practice

In the contemporary world there is great diversity
within religious groups, and religious practices often
vary by country or region. Consider meditation, for
example. As practiced across India in early Hinduism,
meditation seems to have been associated with mendi-
cants, those who left their families and homes, took
vows, and became wandering holy men. When the prac-
tice was adopted by Buddhism, which spread from India
to China, it seems initially to have been restricted to
monks. In Zen Buddhism, which took root in Japan,
meditation eventually took on much broader forms, for
the possibility of instant awareness had the effect of
weakening the commitment to a monastic life and made
the benefits of meditation available to the lay popula-
tion.

Volumes 2 and 3 of this encyclopedia, containing
essays on the contemporary religious practices of indi-
vidual countries, reveal that religions have frequently
been influenced by and vary according to political and
geographical boundaries. For example, people do not
celebrate Christmas in the same way in Sweden, Uganda,
and China. This “mixture” of forms is, however, a con-
tentious issue, for postcolonial critics argue that contem-
porary political boundaries sometimes reflect the histor-
ical presence of imperialism, not the “natural” configu-
ration of an ethnic or religious group. It is also true that
religion seldom is restrained by national borders, as is
seen by the spread of fundamentalism. Nonetheless,
whatever its limitations, the view that political bound-
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aries play a critical role in shaping religious life is com-
monly accepted, even as it makes analysis more difficult.

Trends in Contemporary
Religion

One important trend in the contemporary world is
the growth of local religious groups made up of small
but highly engaged memberships. These groups, whose
practices are especially diverse, claim to redefine tradi-
tional views, and they sometimes challenge tradition over
the “proper” way to practice religion. The numbers of
such groups are staggering, with perhaps thousands hav-
ing sprung up throughout the world in the past quarter
century alone.

Contemporary religion is also characterized by its
close relation to politics. As religion has come to play an
increasing role in political life, nearly every major gov-
ernment in the world now faces pressure from groups
that form political movements clothed in religious man-
tles and that raise ethical questions over public policy.
Further, the rise of radical religious groups like al-
Qaeda or the Tamil Tigers of Sri Lanka has sometimes
made religion a prime force in political events. All of
this demonstrates that religion has not retreated, even in
the face of the widespread embrace of secularism by
governments. Even in countries that might be conceived
as firmly advanced in secularism, such as France, the
official banning of a religious symbol like the hijab can
raise a storm of protest, signaling that religious sensitiv-
ities are far from quiescent. Indeed, many governments
in Muslim countries have quietly abandoned their secu-
lar stance, with one eye toward the rising tide of reli-
gious revivalism.

Obviously not even Western democratic govern-
ments are free from religious influence. This is a striking
change compared with, say, Europe during the sixteenth-
century Protestant Reformation, when whole countries
and peoples became Protestant or Roman Catholic at
the conversion of a ruler and stroke of a pen. Today it
tends to be the other way around, with the religious val-
ues of the people having a direct impact on the govern-
ment. Religious issues, moreover, are receiving more and
more attention in the media. Whereas newspapers, for
example, once were restrained in their reporting of reli-
gious issues, such matters are now front-page news. At
the same time powerful religious organizations like the
Roman Catholic Church are no longer free from scruti-

ny by the public press.
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Another feature of contemporary religion is the
changing role of women. Holding everything from vol-
unteer to executive positions, women are more impor-
tant than ever before in religious organizations. While
some organizations have been slow to revise their official
policies on the role of women, women themselves often
have developed their own ways of circumventing the sys-
tem. Their influence in religion has also changed many
people’s views about the relationship between the sexes,
despite the view of women in traditional theology.

Along with this challenge from women, religious
groups have also faced greater demands from the laity.
Many laypeople have come to insist that their under-
standing of tradition is just as valid as that of the pro-
fessional religionist, something that has consequences
for everything from ritual activity to doctrine and organ-
ization. Prominent in this movement is the use of the
Internet and other modern technology to promote alter-
native religious views. Whereas a traditional religious
organization tends to adopt this technology only to
serve its existing structures and approaches, lay leaders
often use it as a means for developing new ideas and
ways of interacting, which further alienates them from
the traditional centers of authority.

The practice of religion without the trappings of
wealth and privilege, what is called “antiformalism,” is
another contemporary idea of global significance.
Although it is difficult to see the outlines of the move-
ment clearly, one noticeable feature is the rejection of
elaborate settings for worship. In Christianity, for exam-
ple, architecture has historically played a major role, with
basilicas, monasteries, and other religious and educa-
tional edifices being central to the life of the Church.
The trend in Christianity away from embodying tradi-
tion in ornate, expensive buildings may have important
ramifications for all religions, as this movement can be
seen as part of a broader challenge to established reli-
gious understanding and practice.
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Hand in hand with these movements are those asso-
ciated with fundamentalism. A complex phenomenon
that arose in American Christianity in the early twenti-
eth century, variations of this movement have spread to
most major religions and countries around the world.
Fundamentalism involves a militant return to first prin-
ciples, even as its very existence requires the presence of
modernity, with which it clashes. It is not a return to tra-
ditional views, for most fundamentalists see such views
as hopelessly entwined with political and secular issues.
Instead, for fundamentalists religion is primary.
Resisting the concept of compromise, fundamentalism
affirms a direct and literal interpretation of what is seen
as essential in religion. While it is claimed that the roots
of fundamentalism connect it to ancient religious
founders, there is no mistaking the modern tone and
strident individualism of the movement, regardless of

the religion in which it occurs.

An Invitation to Explore

These, then, are some of the ways in which people
have fashioned responses to their religious sensibilities.
It is this material that is summarized, or, perhaps better,
sketched in the Worldmark Encyclopedia of Religious Practices.
The essays in the encyclopedia attempt to describe the
rich detail of religious activity in an accessible way.
Given the wealth to be found in contemporary religion,
however, it is not possible in the essays to do more than
provide a sampling, supplemented by suggestions for
turther reading in the bibliographies. In fact, given lim-
itations of time and space and of human understanding,
it is impossible ever to fully describe contemporary reli-
gious practices. While acknowledging these limitations,
we invite you to engage in studying this cultural wealth

with us.

Farle H. VVuugb
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c. 1800 B.c.E.
is born in Persia (modern-day Iran).

Zarathustra, founder of Zoroastrianism,

c. 1500 B.cC.E.
Hinduism, appears in the Vedas, the earliest sacred com-

Vishnu, the supreme deity of Vaishnava

positions in India.

c. 587 B.C.E.

Jerusalem. The occupation of Palestine initiates the

Babylonian armies destroy the Temple in

Jewish Diaspora.

c. 565 B.c.e. Siddhartha
Buddhism, is born in a small village on the border of

Gautama, founder of

modern-day Nepal and India.

c. 551 B.c.e. Master Kong, or Confucius, is born in
China.

c. 550 B.c.e. Lord Mahavira, an ascetic living in Bihar,
India, first sets forth the doctrines and practices of
Jainism.

c. 550 B.c.e.  Rudra-Shiva is described as the lord and

creator of the universe in the Upanishads, the final por-
tion of the Hindu Vedas, laying the foundation of

Shaivism.

c. 550 B.C.E.

empire to adopt Zoroastrianism as a state religion, orig-

The Achaemenian dynasty, the first

inates in Persia.

. 525 B.c.e.  In Varanasi, India, the Buddha introduces
the Four Noble Truths to the public. These fundamen-

tal beliefs soon came to form the core of Theravada

Buddhist teachings.

500 B.C.E.
epics, the Mahabbarata and the Ramayana. By portraying

Vishnu is featured in two popular Indian

Vishnu as the supreme being who alone can grant salva-
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tion, the epics help establish Vaishnavism as a distinct
system of faith and practices within Hinduism.

c. 285 B.C.E.
Ching, ot Lao~tzu, a written record of the oral tradition of

Scholars in China complete the Tao-te

the southern land of Ch'u and the earliest foundation of

Taoism.

c. 250 B.C.E.
dynasty, converts to Buddhism and soon begins propa-

The emperor Ashoka, of the Mauryan

gating Buddhist precepts throughout India.

c. 247 B.c.e. Venerable Mahinda, son of the Indian
emperor Ashoka, carries Theravada Buddhism to Sri
Lanka.

c. 30 c.e. Roman authorities in Palestine execute Jesus
of Nazareth.
c. 48 c.e. The evangelist Saint Mark introduces

Christianity to Egypt, laying the foundation of the
Coptic Orthodox Church.

95c.e. A letter of Clement asserts the authority of the
Christian church in Rome over the church in Corinth,
laying the foundation of the Roman Catholic papacy.

¢. 135 c.e.  Simeon Bar Kokhba, the leader of a Jewish
revolt against occupying Roman forces, is killed in bat-
tle. Jews are subsequently banished from Jerusalem,

while the Land of Israel becomes a non-Jewish state.

175 c.E.

inscribed with sacred texts of Confucianism be erected

The emperor Han Xiaoling orders that stelae

at the Chinese national university.

c. 200 c.k.
fundamental precepts of Mahayana Buddhism.

The Indian monk Nagarjuna sets forth the
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c. 200 c.k.
Shaivite branch of Hinduism, originates in India.

The Pashupata tradition, the earliest known

c. 313 c.E.
Christianity in the Roman Empire.

Emperor Constantine revokes the ban on

325 c.e. Constantine calls the first ecumenical council

of Christian bishops at Nicaea, leading to the formation
of the Eastern Orthodox Church.

c. 400 c.k.
lishes its principal doctrines at the Council of Valabhi,

The Shvetambara branch of Jainism estab-

creating a permanent rift with the Digambara branch.

406 c.E.

lected diverse Chinese scriptures and religious teachings

Lu Hsiu-ching, a scholar and sage who col-

to create a coherent Taoist tradition, is born.

431 c.E.

I's solution to the question of Jesus’ divinity and human-

The Council of Chalcedon accepts Pope Leo

ity, solidifying the authority of the papacy over
Christian churches.

¢. 525 c.e. Bodhidharma, a disciple of Mahayana
Buddhism, founds Ch’an, or Zen, Buddhism in China.

c. 610 c.e. On what is known in Muslim tradition as
the Night of Power, Muhammad ibn Abdullah, a
Meccan businessman and the founder of Islam, receives
his first revelation from Allah.

617 c.e.  King Songtsen Gampo, responsible for laying
the foundation of Buddhism in Tibet, is born.

c. 622 c.e. Muhammad forms the first Muslim com-

munity in the northern Arabian city of Yathrib, later
renamed Medinat al-Nabi (modern-day Medina), or
“City of the Prophet.”

632 c.e.  Sunni Islam originates following the death of
the Prophet Muhammad.

c. 650 c.e.  Followers of Zoroastrianism flee Persia in
the wake of the Muslim invasion, resettling in the

Gujarat region of India.

c. 656 c.e. Ali, son-in-law of the

Muhammad, becomes the fourth caliph of Islam. He is

Prophet

recognized as the first imam of Shiism.
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680 c.e. Hussein, son of Ali and the third imam of
Shiism, is martyred at the hands of the Umayyads in the
Battle of Karbala.

c. 712 c.e.  The Kojiki (“Record of Ancient Matters”),
a narrative that contains the earliest known written
record of Shinto mythology, practices, and beliefs,
appears in Japan.

859 c.te. The Yoshida Shrine, one of the oldest and
most revered holy structures in the Shinto tradition, is

established in Kyoto, Japan.

1054 c.e.  Cardinal Humbert of Rome excommuni-
cates the patriarch of Constantinople, precipitating what
is known as the Great Schism between Roman

Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy.

1182 c.e. The Maronite Church declares unity with
the Roman Catholic Church, establishing the Uniate, or
Eastern Catholic, tradition.

c. 1200 c.E.

tere practices) branch of Jainism.

Jagachandrasuri founds Tapa Gaccha (aus-

c. 1209 c.e.  Saint Francis of Assisi forms the order of

Franciscan friars, founded on principles of “holy pover-

i

ty.

1435 c.E.
the founder of Yoshida Shinto, is born. His vigorous

Yoshida Kanetomo, a Japanese scholar and

defense of purist principles helped define Shinto culture

in Japan for centuries.

1463 c.e. Guru Nanak, the founder of Sikhism, is
born to an upper-caste Hindu family in the village of
Talwandi, India (modern-day Nankana Sahib, Pakistan).

1517 c.E.
Theses,” an attack on Roman Catholic practices, to a

Martin Luther nails his “Ninety-five

church door, thus planting the seeds of the Protestant

Reformation.

1523 c.e.  After public debate the canton of Zurich,
Switzerland, moves to adopt the theological doctrines of
Ulrich Zwingli, one of the founders of the Reformed

movement in Christianity.

c. 1530 c.e. King Henry VIII of England severs ties
with the Roman Catholic Church, laying the foundation
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for the creation of the national Church of England, or
Anglican Church.

1536 c.e.  John Calvin publishes Institutes of the Christian
Religion, outlining the theology that would prove pivotal
to the development of Reformed Christianity.

1565 c.te. The Minor Reformed Church, the first
organized body founded on Unitarian theology, is estab-
lished in Poland.

c. 1580 c.k.
four groups making up the modern-day United Church

The Congregationalist Church, one of

of Christ, is formed in England in reaction to the liber-
al doctrines of the Anglican Church.

1596 c.e. The Brest Union Council leads to the for-
mation of national Uniate churches in Ukraine and
Belarus.

1606 c.t. Guru Arjan becomes the first Sikh martyr

after his execution by the Mughal emperor Jahangir.

1609 c.k.
founder of the Baptist tradition, rebaptizes himself in an

John Smyth, a dissenting pastor and the

act of protest against the Church of England.

1652 c.e.  George Fox, an English preacher, founds the
Religious Society of Friends (Quakers).

1656 c.E.
the foundation of modern-day “Northern Taoism,” is
established at the White Cloud Abbey in Beijing by dis-
ciples of the Taoist sage Wu Shou-yang.

“Dragon Gate” Taoism, widely regarded as

1666 c.e.  Philipp Jakob Spener becomes the pastor of
the Lutheran Church in Frankfurt. The founder of the
movement known as Pietism, Spener preached a
Christian faith based on the individual’s personal devo-
tion to Jesus Christ, a belief that lies at the core of mod-

ern-day evangelicalism.

1699 c.e. Guru Gobind Singh creates the Khalsa
Panth, or “pure path,” based on strict Sikh principles.

1729 c.k.
fellow students in Lincoln College, Oxford, thus laying
the foundation of the Methodist Church.

John Wesley forms a religious society with
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1741 c.k.
Universalism in England, emigrates to the United States,

George de Benneville, the founder of

where he soon begins preaching Universalist theology.

1746 c.E.
writes A Treatise concerning Religious Affections, which

The American pastor Jonathan Edwards

describes the principal characteristics of the evangelical

experience.

1775 c.k.
the Church of England to form the Protestant

Anglicans in the United States break from

Episcopal Church.

1776 c.E.
of the Religious Society of Friends move to prohibit

At the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting members

American Quakers from owning slaves.

1795 c.k.

reformers to disparage those who refuse to adapt their

The term “orthodox” is first used by Jewish

faith to modern society. Almost immediately the term
comes to represent Jewish groups who adhere to tradi-

tional beliefs and practices.

1801 c.E.
Judaism, forms the first Reform prayer chapel in

Israel Jacobson, a seminal figure in Reform

Westphalia, Germany.

1824 c.e. American Reform Judaism originates in
Charleston, South Carolina.

1830 c.e. Joseph Smith founds the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints, or Mormon Church.

1831 c.E.
York, publishes the pamphlet Evidences from Scripture and
History of the Second Coming of Christ about the Year 1843, And
of His Personal Reign of One Thousand Years. Some of Miller’s
disciples would later found the Seventh-day Adventist

William Miller, a farmer in upstate New

movement.

1836 c.e.  The rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch publish-
es Nineteen Letters, in which he elucidates the central tenets

of modern Orthodox, or Neo-Orthodox, Judaism.

1844 c.E.
chant and the founder of the Babiacute; movement,
declares himself to be the “hidden Imam” of the Shiites,

laying the foundation for the Bah&’f faith.

‘Ali-Muhammad of Shiraz, an Iranian mer-
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1845 c.k.
Southern conventions, with the Southern Baptist

American Baptists split into Northern and

Convention eventually becoming the largest Protestant

group in North America.

1850 c.E.
Utah Territory, and the headquarters of the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is relocated in Salt
Lake City.

Brigham Young becomes the governor of the

1863 c.e.  The Babi leader Mirza Husayn-"Ali of Nur,
or Bah&'v’llih, launches his public ministry, declaring
himself the divine messenger of the Baha’i faith.

1870 c.e. The doctrine of papal infallibility is estab-
lished at the First Vatican Council.

1879 c.e. Charles Taze Russell, founder of the Bible
Students (renamed Jehovah's Witnesses in 1931), estab-
lishes the journal Zion’s Watch Tower and Herald of Christ’s
Presence in order to propagate his beliefs.

1881 c.e. The World Methodist Council is formed.

1886 c.e. With the establishment of the Jewish
Theological Seminary in New York City, Conservative
Judaism is founded in the United States.

1901 c.E.
eastern Kansas, preaches that speaking in tongues is evi-

Charles Fox Parham, an evangelist living in

dence of baptism with the Holy Spirit, launching the

Pentecostal revival in Christianity.

1913 c.e. Solomon Schechter founds the United
Synagogue of America, a confederation of Conservative
congregations in the United States and Canada.

1917 c.k.
establishing a Communist government and pursuing a

The Bolsheviks come to power in Russia,

policy of forced atheism.

1918 c.e. The Sunday School Movement helps launch
a major revival of Coptic Christianity in Egypt.

1921 c.k.
lishes Eastern and Western Cultures and Their Philosophies, a

The Chinese scholar Liang Shuming pub-

modern defense of traditional Confucian principles.

1928 c.e. Hasan al-Banna, an Egyptian schoolteacher,
founds the Ikhwan al-Muslimin, or Muslim Brotherhood,
in reaction to European colonial domination in the

Middle East.
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1947 c.E.

is partitioned along religious lines into two independent

British territory in the Indian subcontinent

nations—India, with a majority of Hindus, and
Pakistan, becoming the first modern state founded on
Sunni Muslim principles.

1947 c.k.
the Baha'i” faith, under the name Bahi'i International

Shoghi Effendi authorizes representation of

Community, at the United Nations.

1948 c.e. The modern Jewish state of Israel is founded.

1957 c.e.  Four American groups—the Congregational
Church, Christian Churches,
Church, and German Evangelical Church—join to form
the United Church of Christ.

German Reformed

1959 c.e. In the wake of China’s occupation of Tibet,
the T4th Dalai Lama, Tibet’s head of state and the spir-
itual leader of Tibetan Buddhism, is forced into exile.

1962 c.e. Pope John XXIII convenes the Second
Vatican Council to reform and modernize the Roman

Catholic Church.

1966 c.E.
Chairman Mao begins the Cultural Revolution, sup-

The Chinese Communist Party under

pressing all religious activity in the world’s most popu-
lous country and lasting until 1976.

1977 c.e.  The Universal Church of the Kingdom of
God is founded in Brazil, reflecting the growth of evan-
gelical churches in Latin America.

1979 c.e.  The Islamic Revolution, lead by Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini, overthrows the Shah of Iran and

establishes an Islamic republic.

1991 c.e.  The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics,
composed of Russia and other Eastern European and
Asian countries, dissolves, resulting in greater religious
freedom in the area.

1994 c.e. In Memphis, Tennessee, white and black
Pentecostal churches of the United States, long divided
along racial lines, formally unify to create the
Pentecostal/Charismatic Churches of North America.

2003 c.e.  The Right Reverend V. Gene Robinson is con-
secrated in the United States as bishop of the Episcopal
Diocese of New Hampshire, becoming the first openly

gay, noncelibate bishop in the Anglican Communion.
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2005

DECEMBER 2005
1 THURSDAY
New Moon
4 SUNDAY
Advent begins (Christian)
15 THURSDAY
Full Moon
21 WEDNESDAY
Winter Solstice
25 SUNDAY
Christmas (Christian)
26 MONDAY
Chanukah begins (Jewish)
31 SATURDAY
New Moon

Oharae, or Great
Purification (Shinto)

Begin Maidhyaiya, mid-
year/winter feast
(Zoroastrian)

2006

JANUARY 2006
1 SUNDAY

Oshogatsu, or New Year
(Shinto)

2 MONDAY
Chanukah ends (Jewish)
4 WEDNESDAY
End Maidhyaiya, mid-
year/ winter feast
(Zoroastrian)

5 THURSDAY

Parkash (Birthday) Guru
Gobind Singh (Sikh)

[ist of Ho

6 FRIDAY
Epiphany (Christian)
10 TUESDAY

Id-al-Adha begins
(Muslim)

12 THURSDAY

Id-al-Adha ends (Muslim)
14 SATURDAY

Full Moon

New Year (Mahayanan)
15 SUNDAY

Seijin no hi, or Coming of Age
Day (Shinto)

20 FRIDAY
Id al-Ghadir (Shi’a)
27 FRIDAY

Tse Gutor (Tibetan
Buddhist)

29 SUNDAY
New Moon

New Year (Tibetan
Buddhist, Confucian)

31 TUESDAY

Mubarram, New Year

(Muslim)

FEBRUARY 2006
1 WEDNESDAY

Begin Ménlam Chenmo,
the great prayer ceremo-

ny (Tibetan Buddhist)
2 THURSDAY

Setsubun no hi, Change
of Seasons, (Shinto)

9 THURSDAY

Ashura (Shi'a Muslim)
13 MONDAY

Full Moon
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Tu Bi-Shevat (Jewish)
20 MONDAY
End Ménlam Chenmo,

the great prayer ceremo-

ny (Tibetan Buddhist)
26 SUNDAY

Maha Shivaratri (Saivism)
28 TUESDAY

New Moon

MARCH 2006
1 WEDNESDAY

Ash Wednesday, begin-
ning of Lent (Christian)

2 THURSDAY
Annual Fast begins
(Bah&'f)
3 FRIDAY
Hina matsuri Doll
Festival, or Girls’ Day
(Shinto)
14 TUESDAY
Full Moon
Holi (Hindu, Vaishnava)
15 WEDNESDAY
Holi (Hindu, Vaishnava)
16 THURSDAY
Begin
Hamaspathmaédaya,

feast of All Souls

(Zoroastrian)
20 MONDAY
Annual Fast ends (Bah4')

End Hamaspathmaédaya,
feast of All Souls

(Zoroastrian)
21 TUESDAY

Spring Equinox

Iy Days

Naw-Riiz, or New Year
(Bah&'i, Zoroastrian)

29 WEDNESDAY
New Moon

APRIL 2006
5 WEDNESDAY
Qing Ming festival
(Confucian)
6 THURSDAY
Ram Navami (Hindu,

Vaishnava)
9 SUNDAY

Palm Sunday
(Christianity)

11 TUESDAY

Mawlid-al-Nabi
(Muslim)

13 THURSDAY
Full Moon
New Year (Theravadan)
Passover begins (Jewish)
14 FRIDAY
Good Friday (Christian)
Vaisakhi, Birth
Anniversary of Khalsa,
(Sikh)
16 SUNDAY
Easter (Christianity)
20 THURSDAY
Passover ends (Jewish)
21 FRIDAY

Ridvin festival holy day
(Bah&’t)
25 TUESDAY

Yom Hashoah, or
Holocaust Memorial

Day (Jewish)
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LIST OF HOLY DAYS

27 THURSDAY
New Moon
29 SATURDAY
Ridvén festival holy day
(Baha't)
30 SUNDAY
Begin Maidhydizarémaya,
mid-spring feast

(Zoroastrian)

MAY 2006
2 TUESDAY

Ridvén festival holy day
(Baha't)
3 WEDNESDAY

Yom Ha’atzmaut, or
Israel Independence
Day: (Jewish)
4 THURSDAY
End Maidhydizarémaya,
mid-spring feast

(Zoroastrian)
5 FRIDAY

Tango no sekku, Boys’
Day (Shinto)

13 SATURDAY
Full Moon

Vesak, Buddha’s Birthday
(Buddhist)

23 TUESDAY
Declaration of the Bab
(Baha't)
27 SATURDAY
New Moon
29 MONDAY

Ascension of Baha'u'llih
(Baha't)

JUNE 2006
2 FRIDAY

Shavuot (Jewish)
3 SATURDAY

Shavuot (Jewish)
4 SUNDAY

Pentecost, or Whitsunday
(Christian)

11 SUNDAY
Full Moon

16 FRIDAY
Guru Arjan, martyrdom
day (Sikh)
25 SUNDAY
New Moon
29 THURSDAY
Begin Maidhydishéma,
mid-summer feast

(Zoroastrian)
30 FRIDAY

Obharae, or Great
Purification (Shinto)

JULY 2006
3 MONDAY
End Maidhyaishéma,

mid-summer feast

(Zoroastrian)
9 SUNDAY
Martyrdom of the Bib
(Bah4't)
11 TUESDAY
Full Moon
Asalha Puja (Buddhist)
21 FRIDAY
Summer Solstice
25 TUESDAY
New Moon

AUGUST 2006
3 THURSDAY
Tishah be-Av (Jewish)
9 WEDNESDAY
Full Moon
13 SUNDAY

Obon, Festival of the Dead
begins (Shinto)
16 WEDNESDAY

Obon, Festival of the Dead
ends (Shinto)

Krishna Janmashthami
(Hindu, Vaishnava)

23 WEDNESDAY
New Moon
27 SUNDAY

Ganesh Chaturthi
(Hindu)

SEPTEMBER 2006
7 THURSDAY

Full Moon
12 TUESDAY

Begin Paitishaya, feast of
bringing in the harvest
(Zoroastrian)

16 SATURDAY
End Paitishaya, feast of

bringing in the harvest
(Zoroastrian)

21 THURSDAY

Autumn Equinox
22 FRIDAY

New Moon

Begin Ulambana, or
Ancestor Day,
(Mahayana)

23 SATURDAY

Rosh Hashana, New Year
(Jewish)

Begin Navaratri (Hindu,
Vaishnava)

24 SUNDAY

Rosh Hashana, New Year
(Jewish)

Begin Ramadan (Muslim)
28 THURSDAY

Master Kong Birthday
(Confucian)

OCTOBER 2006
1 SUNDAY

End Navaratri (Hindu,
Vaishnava)

2 MONDAY
Yom Kippur (Jewish)
6 FRIDAY

End Ulambana, or
Ancestor Day,
(Mahayana)

7 SATURDAY

Full Moon

Begin Sukkot (Jewish)
12 THURSDAY

Begin Ayathrima, bringing
home the herds

(Zoroastrian)
13 FRIDAY
End Sukkot (Jewish)

14 SATURDAY

Shemini Atzeret (Jewish)
15 SUNDAY

Simchat Torah (Jewish)
16 MONDAY

End Ayathrima, bringing
home the herds

(Zoroastrian)
20 FRIDAY
Birth of the Bab (Baha't)
21 SATURDAY

Dipavali, Festival of
Lights (Hindu,
Vaishnava, Jain, Sikh)

22 SUNDAY
New Moon
24 TUESDAY

End Ramadan Id al-Fitr
(Muslim)

NOVEMBER 2006
5 SUNDAY
Full Moon

Parkash (Birthday) of
Guru Nanak (Sikh)

12 SUNDAY
Birth of Baha'u’llah
(Bah&'t)
15 WEDNESDAY

Shichi-go-san, children’s
rite of passage, (Shinto)

20 MONDAY
New Moon
23 THURSDAY

Niiname-sai, harvest festi-

val (Shinto)
24 FRIDAY

Niiname-sai, harvest festi-
val (Shinto)
Guru Tegh Bahadur, mar-
tyrdom day (Sikh)
26 SUNDAY

"Abdu’l-Bah4, Day of the
Covenant (Bah&'f)

28 TUESDAY

Ascension of 'Abdu’l-
Baha (Baha't)
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DECEMBER 2006
3 SUNDAY

Advent begins (Christian)
5 TUESDAY

Full Moon
16 SATURDAY

Chanukah begins (Jewish)
20 WEDNESDAY

New Moon
21 THURSDAY

Winter Solstice
23 SATURDAY

Chanukah ends (Jewish)
25 MONDAY

Christmas (Christian)
31 SUNDAY

Id-al-Adha begins

(Muslim)
Oharae, or Great
Purification (Shinto)

Begin Maidhyaiya, mid-
year/ winter feast

(Zoroastrian)

2007

JANUARY 2007
1 MONDAY

Oshogatsu, or New Year
(Shinto)

2 TUESDAY

Id-al-Adha ends (Muslim)
3 WEDNESDAY

Full Moon

New Year (Mahayanan)
4 THURSDAY

End Maidhyaiya, mid-

year/ winter feast

(Zoroastrian)
5 FRIDAY
Parkash (Birthday) Guru
Gobind Singh (Sikh)
6 SATURDAY
Epiphany (Christian)
10 WEDNESDAY
Id al-Ghadir (Shi'a)

15 MONDAY

Seijin no bi, or Coming of

Age Day (Shinto)
19 FRIDAY
New Moon
20 SATURDAY

Mubharram, New Year
(Muslim)

29 MONDAY
Ashura (Shi'a Muslim)

FEBRUARY 2007
2 FRIDAY
Full Moon

Setsubun no hi, Change
of Seasons, (Shinto)

3 SATURDAY
Tu Bi-Shevat (Jewish)
16 FRIDAY
Maha Shivaratri (Saivism)

Tse Gutor (Tibetan
Buddhist)

17 SATURDAY
New Moon
18 SUNDAY

New Year (Tibetan
Buddhist, Confucian)

21 WEDNESDAY

Ash Wednesday, begin-
ning of Lent (Christian)

Begin Ménlam Chenmo,
the great prayer ceremo-

ny (Tibetan Buddhist)

MARCH 2007
2 FRIDAY
Annual Fast begins
(Baha't)
3 SATURDAY
Full Moon

Hina matsuri, Doll
Festival, or Girls’ Day
(Shinto)

Holi (Hindu, Vaishnava)
4 SUNDAY

Holi (Hindu, Vaishnava)
12 MONDAY

End Ménlam Chenmo,

the great prayer ceremo-

ny (Tibetan Buddhist)
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16 FRIDAY

Begin
Hamaspathmaédaya,
feast of All Souls
(Zoroastrian)

19 MONDAY
New Moon
20 TUESDAY
Annual Fast ends (Baha'f)

End Hamaspathmaédaya,
feast of All Souls

(Zoroastrian)
21 WEDNESDAY
Spring Equinox
Naw-Riiz, or New Year
(Bah#’i, Zoroastrian)

27 TUESDAY

Ram Navami (Hindu,
Vaishnava)

31 SATURDAY

Mawlid-al-Nabi
(Muslim)

APRIL 2007
1 SUNDAY

Palm Sunday (Christian)
2 MONDAY

Full Moon
3 TUESDAY

New Year (Theravadan)

Passover begins (Jewish)
5 THURSDAY

Qing Ming festival

(Confucian)

6 FRIDAY

Good Friday (Christian)
8 SUNDAY

Easter (Christian)
10 TUESDAY

Passover ends (Jewish)
14 SATURDAY

Vaisakhi, Birth
Anniversary of Khalsa,
(Sikh)

15 SUNDAY

Yom Hashoah, or
Holocaust Memorial
Day (Jewish)

17 TUESDAY
New Moon

LIST OF HOLY DAYS

21 SATURDAY

Ridvin festival holy day
(Baha't)

23 MONDAY

Yom Ha’atzmaut, or
Israel Independence
Day: (Jewish)
29 SUNDAY

Ridvén festival holy day
(Bah&’t)
30 MONDAY
Begin Maidhydizarémaya,
mid-spring feast

(Zoroastrian)

MAY 2007
2 WEDNESDAY
Full Moon

Vesak, Buddha’s Birthday
(Buddhist)

Ridvén festival holy day
(Baha't)
4 FRIDAY
End Maidhydizarémaya,
mid-spring feast
(Zoroastrian)

5 SATURDAY

Tango no sekku, Boys’
Day (Shinto)

16 WEDNESDAY
New Moon
23 WEDNESDAY
Declaration of the Bab
(Baha't)
Shavuot (Jewish)
24 THURSDAY
Shavuot (Jewish)
27 SUNDAY

Pentecost, or Whitsunday
(Christian)

29 TUESDAY

Ascension of Baha'u’llah
(Bah&’t)

JUNE 2007
1 FRIDAY

Full Moon
15 FRIDAY

New Moon

li



LIST OF HOLY DAYS

16 SATURDAY

Guru Arjan, martyrdom
day (Sikh)
29 FRIDAY
Begin Maidhydishéma,
mid-summer feast

(Zoroastrian)
30 SATURDAY
Full Moon

Obharae, or Great
Purification (Shinto)

JULY 2007
3 TUESDAY
End Maidhyaishéma,
mid-summer feast

(Zoroastrian)
9 MONDAY
Martyrdom of the Bib
(Baha't)
14 SATURDAY
New Moon
21 SATURDAY
Summer Solstice
24 TUESDAY
Tishah be-Av (Jewish)
30 MONDAY
Full Moon
Asalha Puja (Buddhist)

AUGUST 2007
5 SUNDAY
Ganesh Chaturthi
(Hindu)
12 SUNDAY
New Moon
13 MONDAY
Obon, Festival of the Dead
begins (Shinto)
16 THURSDAY

Obon, Festival of the Dead
ends (Shinto)

28 TUESDAY
Full Moon

SEPTEMBER 2007
4 TUESDAY

Krishna Janmashthami

(Hindu, Vaishnava)

lit

11 TUESDAY
New Moon

Begin Ulambana, or
Ancestor Day,
(Mahayana)

12 WEDNESDAY

Begin Paitishaya, feast of
bringing in the harvest

(Zoroastrian)
13 THURSDAY
Begin Ramadan (Muslim)

Rosh Hashana, New Year
(Jewish)

14 FRIDAY

Rosh Hashana, New Year
(Jewish)

16 SUNDAY

End Paitishaya, feast of
bringing in the harvest
(Zoroastrian)

21 FRIDAY

Autumn Equinox
22 SATURDAY

Yom Kippur (Jewish)
25 TUESDAY

End Ulambana, or
Ancestor Day,
(Mahayana)

26 WEDNESDAY

Full Moon
27 THURSDAY

Begin Sukkot (Jewish)
28 FRIDAY

Master Kong Birthday
(Confucian)

OCTOBER 2007
3 WEDNESDAY

End Sukkot (Jewish)
4 THURSDAY

Shemini Atzeret (Jewish)
5 FRIDAY

Simchat Torah (Jewish)
11 THURSDAY

New Moon
12 FRIDAY

Begin Ayathrima, bringing
home the herds

(Zoroastrian)

Navaratri (Hindu,
Vaishnava)

13 SATURDAY

End Ramadan, Id-al-Fitr
(Muslim)

16 TUESDAY

End Ayathrima, bringing
home the herds
(Zoroastrian)

20 SATURDAY
Birth of the Bib (Baha'f)

Navaratri (Hindu,
Vaishnava)
26 FRIDAY
Full Moon

NOVEMBER 2007
9 FRIDAY
New Moon

Dipavali, Festival of
Lights (Hindu,
Vaishnava, Jain, Sikh)

12 MONDAY

Birth of Baha'u’llah
(Baha't)

15 THURSDAY
Shichi-go-san, children’s
rite of passage, (Shinto)
23 FRIDAY

Niiname-sai, harvest festi-

val (Shinto)
24 SATURDAY
Full Moon

Niiname-sai, harvest festi-

val (Shinto)

Parkash (Birthday) of
Guru Nanak (Sikh)

Guru Tegh Bahadur, mar-
tyrdom day (Sikh)
26 MONDAY

’Abdu’l-Bahé4, Day of the
Covenant (Baha’f)

28 WEDNESDAY

Ascension of 'Abdu’l-
Baha (Bahd't)

DECEMBER 2007
2 SUNDAY

Advent begins (Christian)
5 WEDNESDAY

Chanukah begins (Jewish)

9 SUNDAY

New Moon
12 WEDNESDAY

Chanukah ends (Jewish)
20 THURSDAY

Id-al-Adha begins
(Muslim)

21 FRIDAY

Winter Solstice
22 SATURDAY

Id-al-Adha ends (Muslim)
24 MONDAY

Full Moon
25 TUESDAY

Christmas (Christian)
30 SUNDAY

Id al-Ghadir (Shi'a)
31 MONDAY

Oharae, or Great
Purification (Shinto)

Begin Maidhyaiya, mid-
year/ winter feast
(Zoroastrian)

20038

JANUARY 2008
1 TUESDAY

Oshogatsu, or New Year
(Shinto)

4 FRIDAY
End Maidhyaiya, mid-

year/ winter feast
(Zoroastrian)

5 SATURDAY
Parkash (Birthday) Guru
Gobind Singh (Sikh)
6 SUNDAY
Epiphany (Christian)
8 TUESDAY
New Moon
10 THURSDAY

Mubarram, New Year

(Muslim)
15 TUESDAY

Seijin no hi, or Coming of Age
Day (Shinto)

19 SATURDAY
Ashura (Shi'a Muslim)
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22 TUESDAY
Full Moon
New Year (Mahayanan)
Tu Bi-Shevat (Jewish)

FEBRUARY 2008
2 SATURDAY

Setsubun no hi, Change
of Seasons, (Shinto)

5 TUESDAY

Tse Gutor (Tibetan
Buddhist)

6 WEDNESDAY

Ash Wednesday, begin-
ning of Lent (Christian)

7 THURSDAY
New Moon

New Year (Tibetan
Buddhist, Confucian)

10 SUNDAY

Begin Ménlam Chenmo,
the great prayer ceremo-

ny (Tibetan Buddhist)
21 THURSDAY

Full Moon
29 FRIDAY

End Ménlam Chenmo,

the great prayer ceremo-

ny (Tibetan Buddhist)

MARCH 2008
2 SUNDAY
Annual Fast begins
(Bah&'t)
3 MONDAY

Hina matsuri, Doll
Festival, or Girls’ Day
(Shinto)

6 THURSDAY

Maha Shivaratri (Saivism)
7 FRIDAY

New Moon
16 SUNDAY

Palm Sunday (Christian)

Begin amaspathmaédaya,
feast of All Souls
(Zoroastrian)

20 THURSDAY

Mawlid-al-Nabi
(Muslim)

Annual Fast ends (Baha't)

End Hamaspathmaédaya,
feast of All Souls
(Zoroastrian)

21 FRIDAY
Full Moon
Spring Equinox
Naw-Riiz, or New Year
(Bahd'i, Zoroastrian)
Good Friday (Christian)
Holi (Hindu, Vaishnava)
22 SATURDAY
Holi (Hindu, Vaishnava)
23 SUNDAY
Easter (Christian)

APRIL 2008
5 SATURDAY
Qing Ming festival
(Confucian)
6 SUNDAY
New Moon
14 MONDAY

Ram Navami (Hindu,
Vaishnava)

Vaisakhi, Birth
Anniversary of Khalsa,
(Sikh)
20 SUNDAY
Full Moon
New Year (Theravadan)
Passover begins (Jewish)
21 MONDAY
Ridvin festival holy day
(Baha't)
27 SUNDAY
Passover ends (Jewish)
29 TUESDAY

Ridvén festival holy day
(Baha't)
30 WEDNESDAY
Begin Maidhydizarémaya,
mid-spring feast
(Zoroastrian)

MAY 2008
1 THURSDAY
Yom Hashoah, or

Holocaust Memorial

Day (Jewish)
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2 FRIDAY
Ridvén festival holy day
(Bah&'f)
4 SUNDAY
End Maidhydizarémaya,
mid-spring feast
(Zoroastrian)

5 MONDAY
New Moon

Tango no sekku, Boys’
Day (Shinto)

10 SATURDAY

Yom Ha’atzmaut, or
Israel Independence
Day: (Jewish)
11 SUNDAY

Pentecost, or Whitsunday
(Christian)

20 TUESDAY
Full Moon

Vesak, Buddha’s Birthday
(Buddhist)

23 FRIDAY
Declaration of the Bib
(Bah&'t)
29 THURSDAY

Ascension of Baha'u’llah
(Baha’t)

JUNE 2008
3 TUESDAY

New Moon
9 MONDAY

Shavuot (Jewish)
10 TUESDAY

Shavuot (Jewish)
16 MONDAY

Guru Arjan, martyrdom

day (Sikh)
18 WEDNESDAY
Full Moon
29 SUNDAY
Begin Maidhydishéma,
mid-summer feast

(Zoroastrian)
30 MONDAY

Obharae, or Great
Purification (Shinto)

LIST OF HOLY DAYS

JULY 2008
3 THURSDAY
New Moon
End Maidhyaishéma,

mid-summer feast

(Zoroastrian)
9 WEDNESDAY

Martyrdom of the Bib
(Baha't)

18 FRIDAY

Full Moon

Asalha Puja (Buddhist)
21 MONDAY

Summer Solstice

AUGUST 2008
1 FRIDAY
New Moon
10 SUNDAY
Tishah be-Av (Jewish)
13 WEDNESDAY

Obon, Festival of the Dead
begins (Shinto)
16 SATURDAY
Full Moon

Obon, Festival of the Dead
ends (Shinto)

24 SUNDAY

Krishna Janmashthami
(Hindu, Vaishnava)

30 SATURDAY
New Moon
31 SUNDAY

Begin Ulambana, or
Ancestor Day,
(Mahayana)

SEPTEMBER 2008
2 TUESDAY

Begin Ramadan (Muslim)
3 WEDNESDAY

Ganesh Chaturthi
(Hindu)
12 FRIDAY

Begin Paitishaya, feast of
bringing in the harvest

(Zoroastrian)

liii



LIST OF HOLY DAYS

14 SUNDAY

End Ulambana, or
Ancestor Day,
(Mahayana)

15 MONDAY
Full Moon
16 TUESDAY

End Paitishaya, feast of
bringing in the harvest
(Zoroastrian)

21 SUNDAY
Autumn Equinox
28 SUNDAY

Master Kong Birthday
(Confucian)

29 MONDAY
New Moon
30 TUESDAY

Rosh Hashana, New Year
(Jewish)

Navaratri (Hindu,
Vaishnava)

OCTOBER 2008
1 WEDNESDAY

Rosh Hashana, New Year
(Jewish)

2 THURSDAY

End Ramadan, Id-al-Fitr
(Muslim)

8 WEDNESDAY

Navaratri (Hindu,
Vaishnava)

9 THURSDAY
Yom Kippur (Jewish)
12 SUNDAY

Begin Ayathrima, bringing
home the herds
(Zoroastrian)

14 TUESDAY

Full Moon

Begin Sukkot (Jewish)
16 THURSDAY

End Ayathrima, bringing
home the herds
(Zoroastrian)

20 MONDAY
Birth of the Bib (Baha'f)
End Sukkot (Jewish)

liv

21 TUESDAY

Shemini Atzeret (Jewish)
22 WEDNESDAY

Simchat Torah (Jewish)
28 TUESDAY

New Moon

Dipavali, Festival of
Lights (Hindu,
Vaishnava, Jain, Sikh)

NOVEMBER 2008
12 WEDNESDAY
Birth of Bahd'u’llah
(Bah&'t)
13 THURSDAY
Full Moon

Parkash (Birthday) of
Guru Nanak (Sikh)

15 SATURDAY

Shichi-go-san, children’s
rite of passage, (Shinto)

23 SUNDAY

Niiname-sai, harvest festi-

val (Shinto)
24 MONDAY

Niiname-sai, harvest festi-

val (Shinto)
Guru Tegh Bahadur, mar-
tyrdom day (Sikh)
26 WEDNESDAY

"Abdu’l-Bah4, Day of the
Covenant (Bahd'{)

27 THURSDAY
New Moon
28 FRIDAY

Ascension of "Abdu’l-
Baha (Baha't)

30 SUNDAY
Advent begins (Christian)

DECEMBER 20038
9 TUESDAY

Id-al-Adha begins
(Muslim)

11 THURSDAY

Id-al-Adha ends (Muslim)
12 FRIDAY

Full Moon
19 FRIDAY

Id al-Ghadir (Shi'a)

21 SUNDAY
Winter Solstice
22 MONDAY
Chanukah begins (Jewish)
25 THURSDAY
Christmas (Christian)
27 SATURDAY
New Moon
29 MONDAY

Mubarram, New Year

(Muslim)
Chanukah ends (Jewish)
31 WEDNESDAY

Oharae, or Great
Purification (Shinto)

Begin Maidhyaiya, mid-
year/ winter feast
(Zoroastrian)

2009

JANUARY 2009
1 THURSDAY

Oshogatsu, or New Year
(Shinto)

4 SUNDAY
End Maidhyaiya, mid-

year/ winter feast
(Zoroastrian)

5 MONDAY
Parkash (Birthday) Guru
Gobind Singh (Sikh)
6 TUESDAY
Epiphany (Christian)
7 WEDNESDAY
Ashura (Shi'a Muslim)
11 SUNDAY
Full Moon
New Year (Mahayanan)
15 THURSDAY
Seijin no hi, or Coming of Age
Day (Shinto)
24 SATURDAY

Tse Gutor (Tibetan
Buddhist)

26 MONDAY
New Moon

New Year (Tibetan
Buddhist, Confucian)

29 THURSDAY

Begin Ménlam Chenmo,
the great prayer ceremo-

ny (Tibetan Buddhist)

FEBRUARY 2009
2 MONDAY

Setsubun no hi, Change
of Seasons, (Shinto)

9 MONDAY

Full Moon

Tu Bi-Shevat (Jewish)
17 TUESDAY

End Monlam Chenmo,
the great prayer ceremo-

ny (Tibetan Buddhist)
23 MONDAY
Maha Shivaratri (Saivism)
25 WEDNESDAY
New Moon

Ash Wednesday, begin-
ning of Lent (Christian)

MARCH 2009
2 MONDAY
Annual Fast begins
(Bah&')
3 TUESDAY

Hina matsuri Doll
Festival, or Girls’ Day
(Shinto)

9 MONDAY

Mawlid-al-Nabi
(Muslim)

11 WEDNESDAY
Full Moon
Holi (Hindu, Vaishnava)
16 MONDAY
Begin
Hamaspathmaédaya,

feast of All Souls

(Zoroastrian)
20 FRIDAY
Annual Fast ends (Bah4't)

End Hamaspathmaédaya,
feast of All Souls
(Zoroastrian)

21 SATURDAY
Spring Equinox
Naw-Riiz, or New Year
(Bah#’i, Zoroastrian)
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26 THURSDAY
New Moon

APRIL 2009
3 FRIDAY

Ram Navami (Hindu,
Vaishnava)

5 SUNDAY
Palm Sunday (Christian)
Qing Ming festival
(Confucian)
9 THURSDAY
Full Moon
New Year (Theravadan)
Passover begins (Jewish)
10 FRIDAY
Good Friday (Christian)
12 SUNDAY
Easter (Christian)
14 TUESDAY

Vaisakhi, Birth
Anniversary of Khalsa,
(Sikh)

16 THURSDAY
Passover ends (Jewish)

21 TUESDAY

Ridvén festival holy day
(Baha't)

Yom Hashoah, or
Holocaust Memorial

Day (Jewish)
25 SATURDAY
New Moon
29 WEDNESDAY
Ridvdn festival holy day
(Bah&')
Yom Ha'atzmaut, or
Israel Independence
Day: (Jewish)
30 THURSDAY
Begin Maidhydizarémaya,
mid-spring feast

(Zoroastrian)

MAY 2009
2 SATURDAY

Ridvén festival holy day
(Bah&')

4 MONDAY

End Maidhydizarémaya,
mid-spring feast
(Zoroastrian)

5 TUESDAY

Tango no sekku, Boys’
Day (Shinto)

9 SATURDAY
Full Moon

Vesak, Buddha’s Birthday
(Buddhist)

23 SATURDAY
Declaration of the Bib
(Bahd’t)
24 SUNDAY
New Moon
29 FRIDAY
Ascension of Baha'u’llah
(Baha’t)
Shavuot (Jewish)
30 SATURDAY
Shavuot (Jewish)
31 SUNDAY

Pentecost, or Whitsunday
(Christian)

JUNE 2009
7 SUNDAY
Full Moon
16 TUESDAY
Guru Arjan, martyrdom
day (Sikh)
22 MONDAY
New Moon
29 MONDAY
Begin Maidhydishéma,
mid-summer’ feast
(Zoroastrian)

30 TUESDAY

Oharae, or Great
Purification (Shinto)

JULY 2009
3 FRIDAY
End Maidhydishéma,

mid-summer feast

(Zoroastrian)
7 TUESDAY
Full Moon
Asalha Puja (Buddhist)
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9 THURSDAY
Martyrdom of the Bib
(Bah4'f)
21 TUESDAY
Summer Solstice
22 WEDNESDAY
New Moon
30 THURSDAY
Tishah be-Av (Jewish)

AUGUST 2009
6 THURSDAY

Full Moon
13 THURSDAY

Obon, Festival of the Dead
begins (Shinto)
14 FRIDAY

Krishna Janmashthami
(Hindu, Vaishnava)

16 SUNDAY
Obon, Festival of the Dead
begins (Shinto)
20 THURSDAY
New Moon
22 SATURDAY
Begin Ramadan (Muslim)
23 SUNDAY

Ganesh Chaturthi
(Hindu)

SEPTEMBER 2009
4 FRIDAY

Full Moon
12 SATURDAY

Begin Paitishaya, feast of
bringing in the harvest
(Zoroastrian)

16 WEDNESDAY

End Paitishaya, feast of
bringing in the harvest
(Zoroastrian)

19 SATURDAY
New Moon

Rosh Hashana, New Year
(Jewish)

Begin Ulambana, or
Ancestor Day,
(Mahayana)

Navaratri (Hindu,
Vaishnava)

LIST OF HOLY DAYS

20 SUNDAY

Rosh Hashana, New Year
(Jewish)

21 MONDAY
Autumn Equinox

End Ramadan, Id-al-Fitr
(Muslim)

27 SUNDAY

Navaratri (Hindu,
Vaishnava)

28 MONDAY

Master Kong Birthday
(Confucian)

Yom Kippur (Jewish)

OCTOBER 2009
3 SATURDAY
Begin Sukkot (Jewish)
Ulambana, or Ancestor
Day, (Mahayana)
4 SUNDAY
Full Moon
9 FRIDAY
End Sukkot (Jewish)
10 SATURDAY
Shemini Atzeret (Jewish)
11 SUNDAY
Simchat Torah (Jewish)
12 MONDAY
Begin Ayathrima, bringing
home the herds

(Zoroastrian)
16 FRIDAY

End Ayathrima, bringing
home the herds

(Zoroastrian)
17 SATURDAY

Dipavali, Festival of
Lights (Hindu,
Vaishnava, Jain, Sikh)

18 SUNDAY
New Moon
20 TUESDAY
Birth of the Bab (Baha'f)

NOVEMBER 2009
2 MONDAY
Full Moon

Parkash (Birthday) of
Guru Nanak (Sikh)
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12 THURSDAY
Birth of Baha'ulldh
(Baha't)
15 SUNDAY

Shichi-go-san, children’s
rite of passage, (Shinto)

16 MONDAY
New Moon
23 MONDAY

Niiname-sai, harvest festi-

val (Shinto)
24 TUESDAY

Niiname-sai, harvest festi-

val (Shinto)

Ivi

Guru Tegh Bahadur, mar-
tyrdom day (Sikh)

26 THURSDAY

'Abdu’l-Baha, Day of the
Covenant (Baha't)
28 SATURDAY
Ascension of *Abdu'l-
Bahi (Baha't)
Id-al-Adha begins
(Muslim)
30 MONDAY

Id-al-Adha ends (Muslim)

DECEMBER 2009
2 WEDNESDAY
Full Moon
8 TUESDAY
Id al-Ghadir (Shi’a)
12 SATURDAY
Chanukah begins (Jewish)
16 WEDNESDAY
New Moon
18 FRIDAY

Mubarram, New Year
(Muslim)
19 SATURDAY
Chanukah ends (Jewish)

21 MONDAY

Winter Solstice
25 FRIDAY

Christmas (Christian)
27 SUNDAY

Ashura (Shi'a Muslim)
31 THURSDAY

Full Moon

Oharae, or Great
Purification (Shinto)

Begin Maidhyaiya, mid-
year/winter feast

(Zoroastrian)
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[continued]

Cyrus Adler (1863—1940)

Louis Ginzberg (1872-1953)

Mordecai Kaplan
(1881-1983)

Number of
Religion Year founded Prominent leaders Place of origin Primary texis followers
African Traditional 200,000- priests and priestesses, Africa * myths and oral 84.5 million
Religions 100,000 B.C.E. sacred kings and queens, narratives
prophets and
prophetesses, and seers
Anglicanism sixteenth century CE. King Henry VIII (1491-1547) England *Bible 84.5 million
Thomas Cranmer * Book of Common Prayer
(1489-1556)
William Tyndale
(c. 1492-1536)
Baha’i Faith 1863 C.E. ‘Ali-Muhammad, or the Iran  writings of Bahd'u’lldh, 6.5 million
Bab (1819-50) the Bab, and of ‘Abdu’l-
Bahd'u’llah (1817-92) Bahd
‘Abdu’l-Bahd (1844-1921)
Shoghi Effendi Rabbani
(1897-1957)
Baptist Tradition 1690 C.E. John Smyth (died in 1612) England * Bible 117 million
William Carey (1761-1834)
Martin Luther King, Jr.
(1929-68)
Buddhism fifth century B.CE. Siddhartha Gautama, or northern India * Tipitaka (“three baskets”) 390 million
the Buddha (sixth * Additional books, such
century B.CE) as the Lotus Sutra and
Bodhidharma (sixth the Prajnaparamita
century C.E.) (Perfection of Wisdom)
Padmasambhava (eighth texts
century C.E.
Christianity first century C.E. Peter (died c. 64) Palestine * Bible 2.21 billion
Paul (died c. 64)
Ignatius of Antioch
(c. 35—¢. 107)
Constantine | (died 337)
Saint Augustine (354-430)
Saint Patrick (c. 390-c. 460)
Pope Gregory | (reigned
590-604)
Francis of Assisi
(c. 1181-1226)
Pope Innocent Il (reigned
1198-1216)
Martin Luther (1483-1546)
Ulrich Zwingli (1484-1531)
John Calvin (1509-64)
Confucianism c. 1050-256 B.C.E. Confucius, or Master China * Yjjing (Book of Changes) 6.5 million
Kong (551-479 B.C.E.) * Shujing (Book of
Mencius, or Master Meng Documents)
(c. 391-308 B.C.E) * Shijing (Book of Odes)
Dong Zhongshu « Liji (Book of Rites)
(c.176-104 B.C.E)  Zhouli (Rites of Zhou)
Zhu Xi (11301200 c.£) « Yili (Book of Etiquette
Wang Yangming and Ritual)
(1472-1529 CE) * Lun yu (Analects)
Ngo Thi Nham * Xiaojing (Scripture of
(1746-1803 c.E.) Filiality)
Motoda Nagazane « the Chinese dictionary
(1818-91 c.E) Erya
* Mengzi (Master Meng)
e Chungiu (Spring and
Autumn Annals)
Conservative 1886 C.E. Solomon Schechter United States * Tanakh (Hebrew Bible)
Judaism (1847-1915) * Talmud (Oral Torah) 1.56 million

lviii
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Number of
Religion Year founded Prominent leaders Place of origin Primary texts followers
Coptic Christianity 48 CE. Saint Mark the Evangelist Egypt * Bible 7.8 million
(first century) o Liturgy of Saint Basil, the
Athanasius (c. 293-373) Liturgy of Saint Gregory of
Patriarch Cyril I (reigned Nazianzus, and the ancient
412-44) liturgy of Saint Mark, also
known as the Liturgy of
Saint Cyril
* Katamaros, a study of the
stages of Christ’s life
* Agbiya, the book of the
hours, contains the
Psalms, prayers, and
Gospels for the seven
daily prayers
« in addition, Copts use a
psalmody, a book of
doxologies (praise), and
the Synaxarium, a book
that commemorates
Coptic saints
Eastern Catholic twelfth century C.E. Patriarch Jeremias I Lebanon and Armenia  * Bible 13 million
Churches al-Amshitti (early « Euchologions, the Books
thirteenth century) of Needs, the
Saint Josaphat Kuntsevych Anthologions, the Festal
(died in 1623) Anthologies, the Floral and
Patriarch Abraham Pierre | the Lenten Triodions,
(eighteenth century) Oktoechos, Horologions,
Typikons, Menologions,
Menaions, the Books of
Akathistos, and the Books
of Commemoration
Eastern Orthodox 325CLE. Constantine | (died in 337) eastern half of the « Septuagint Greek 227.5 million
Christianity Saint Basil the Great Roman Empire version of the Old
(329-79) (now Turkey, Testament
Saint John Chrysostom Greece, Bulgaria, * Greek New Testament
(347-407) Romania, and
Serbia)
Hinduism before 3000 B.CE. Shankara (eighth century C.E.) India « Vedas 910 million
Ramanuija (c. 1017-1137 cE) * Ramayana (“Story of
Madhva (c. 1199-1278 c.E.) Rama”)
Ram Mohan Roy  Mahabharata (“Great
(1772-1833 CE) Sons of Bharata”)
Dayananda Sarasvati e Puranas (“Ancient Lore”)
(1824-83 C.E) * Dharma Sastras
Ramakrishna (1836-86 C.E.)
Islam 622 C.E. Prophet Muhammad Mecca and Medina * Koran 1.3 billion
(570-632) (now in Saudi
Four Rightly Guide Caliphs: Arabia)
Abu Bakr (reigned 632-34)
Umar (reigned 634-44)
Uthman (reigned 644-56)
Ali (reigned 656-61)
Jainism c. 550 B.C.E. Lord Mahavira (sixth India « Shvetambara tradition: 6.5 million
century B.CE) * 45 texts organized into
five groups:
* Angas (“Limbs”)
 Upanga (“Supplementary
Limbs”)
« Chedasutras (“Delineating
Scriptures”)
» Mulasutras (“Root
Scriptures”)
* Prakirnaka
(“Miscellaneous”)
[continued]
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Number of
Religion Year founded Prominent leaders Place of origin Primary texts followers
¢ Digambara tradition:
« it is believed that the
original canon has been
lost
« Shatakanda Agama
Kashayaprabhrita
* others
Jehovah’s Witnesses 1879 CE. Charles Taze Russell United States * Bible 15.6 million
(1852-1916)
Joseph Franklin
Rutherford (1869-1942)
Judaism c. eighteenth Abraham (eighteenth Mesopotamia * Tanakh (Hebrew Bible), 16.25 million
century B.C.E. century B.C.E.) divided into three parts:
Isaac the Torah (also called
Jacob the Pentateuch), the
Moses (fourteenth— Prophets (Neviim), and
thirteenth centuries the Writings (Ketuvim or
B.C.E) Hagiographa)
Joshua (twelfth century * Talmud (Oral Torah)
B.C.E.)
Samuel (eleventh century
B.C.E.)
David (eleventh—tenth
centuries B.CEE.)
Solomon (tenth century
B.CE)
Elijah (ninth century B.C.E.)
Isaiah (eighth century
B.CE)
Rabbi Johanan ben Zakkai
(died c. 80 C.E)
Lutheranism 1517 CE. Martin Luther (1483-1546) Germany * Bible 65 million
Philipp Melanchthon
(1497-1560)
Johannes Bugenhagen
(1485-1558)
Mahayana Buddhism c. 200 CE. Nagarjuna (born in 150) India « Perfection of Wisdom 208 million
Tenzin Gyatso, the 14th Sutras
Dalai Lama (born in
1935) * Bible 76 million
Methodism 1729 CE. John Wesley (1703-91) England * Bible 12.35 million
The Church of Jesus 1830 CE. Joseph Smith (1805-44) Fayette, New York, * Book of Mormon
Christ of Latter- Brigham Young U.S.A. « Pearl of Great Price
day Saints (1801-77) * Doctrine and Covenants
Orthodox Judaism nineteenth Hasidic community: Europe * Tanakh (Hebrew Bible) 2.6 million
century C.E. Rabbi Israel ben Eliezer, * Talmud (Oral Torah)
also called the Baal
Shem Tov (c. 1700-60),
non-Hasidic Haredi
community:
Rabbi Elijah ben Shlomo
Zalman, known as the
Vilna Gaon (1720-97)
Modern Orthodox
community:
Rabbi Samson Raphael
Hirsch (1808-88)
Pentecostalism 1901 CE. Charles Fox Parham Kansas, U.S.A. * Bible 552.5 million

[continued]

(1873-1929)
William J. Seymour
(1870-1922)
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Number of
Religion Year founded Prominent leaders Place of origin Primary texts followers
Protestantism 1517 CE. Martin Luther Germany * Bible 377 million
(1483-1546)
John Calvin (1509-64)
Ulrich Zwingli
(1484-1531)
Menno Simons
(1496-1561)
Reformed sixteenth century C.E. John Calvin (1509-64) Switzerland * Bible 77.35 million
Christianity Ulrich Zwingli
(1484-1531)
Reform Judaism early nineteenth Israel Jacobson western and central * Tanakh (Hebrew Bible) 3.9 million
century CE. (1768-1828) Europe * Talmud (Oral Torah)
Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise
(1819-1900)
Religious Society of 1652 C.E. George Fox (1624-91) England * Bible 390,000
Friends (Quakers) William Penn
(1644-1718)
Roman Catholicism first century C.E. Peter (died c. 64) Rome * Bible, with 46 books in 1.105 billion
Saint Ignatius of Loyola the Old Testament—the
(1491-1556) 39 from the Hebrew
Pope Pius IX (reigned canon as well as 7
1846-78) deutercanonical books
Pope John XXIII (reigned
1958-63)
Pope John Paul Il
(reigned 1978-2005)
Seventh-day 1863 C.E. Ellen Gould White United States * Bible 13 million
Adventist Church (1827-1915)
James Springer White
(1821-81)
Joseph Bates
(1792-1872)
Shaivism second century C.E. Lakulisha (c. second South Asia * Upanishads 208 million
century) « Shaivite Puranas
Basava (died in 1167) < individual Shaivite
Sathya Sai Baba (born in groups have various
1926) other texts
Shiism 632 CE. Prophet Muhammad Medina (now in Saudi  * Koran 143 million
(570-632) Arabia)
Ali (c. 600-661)
Husayn (626-80)
Ja'far al-Sadiq (702-65)
Shinto ¢. 500 CE. Yamazaki Ansai Japan * none sacred to all 117 million
(1618-82) Shinto worshippers
Keichu (1640-1701)
Motoori Norinaga
(1730-1801)
Sikhism c. 1499 cE. Guru Nanak (1469-1539) the Punjab (now in « Adi Granth (Original 19.5 million
Guru Gobind Singh India and Pakistan) Book)
(1666-1708) » Dasam Granth (Book of
the 10th Guru)
» Works of Bhai Gurdas
and Bhai Nand Lal Goya
* janam-sakhis (birth
narratives)
* rahit-namas (manuals of
code of conduct)
e gur-bilas (pleasure of
the Guru) literature
Sunnism 632 C.E. Prophet Muhammad Medina (now in * Koran 975 million
(570-632) Saudi Arabia)
Four Rightly Guided Caliphs:
Abu Bakr (reigned 632-34)
Umar (reigned 634-44)
Uthman (reigned 644-56)
Ali (reigned 656-61)
[continued]
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Number of
Religion Year founded Prominent leaders Place of origin Primary texts followers

Taoism c. 450-500 C.E. Lu Hsiu-ching (406-77) China * Tao-tsang 65 million
T’ao Hung-ching
(456-536)
Ssu-ma Ch’eng-chen
(646-735)
Theravada Buddhism fifth century B.C.E. Mahasi Sayadaw India o Tipitika 123.5 million
(1904-82 cE)
Ajahn Chah (1918-
92 CE)
Tibetan Buddhism seventh and eighth Santaraksita (eighth Tibet * Kanjur 195,000
centuries C.E. century) o Tenjur
Padmasambhava (eighth
century)
Tenzin Gyatso, the 14th
Dalai Lama (born in
1935)
Unitarianism and 1565 C.E. Ferenc Déavid (1510-79) Poland and * Bible 325,000
Universalism (Unitarianism) and Faustus Socinus Transylvania (now * many congregations
1723 CE. (1539-1604) in Romania) include the sacred
(Universalism) (Unitarianism) writings of all religions
England in worship
(Universalism)
United Church of 1957 CE. Congregational: United States « Bible 1.3 million
Christ John Winthrop
(1588-1649)
Jonathan Edwards
(1703-58)
Reformed:
John Williamson Nevin
(1803-86)
German Evangelical:
Reinhold Niebuhr
(1892-1971)
Vaishnavism c. 500 B.CE. Ramanuja (c. 1017- India * Vedas 617.5 million
1137 CE) * Ramayana
Madhvacarya (1296-  Mahabharata
1386 CE) « Vaishnava Puranas
Chaitanya (1485-1533 CE.)
Ghanshyam, or
Swaminarayan (born in
1781 CE.)
World seventeenth Philipp Jakob Spener Germany *Bible 780 million
Evangelicalism century CE. (1635-1705)
Charles Grandison Finney
(1792-1875)
Aimee Semple
McPherson (1890-1944)
Billy Graham (born in 1918)
Zoroastrianism second Tansar, or Tosar (died in Central Asia or * Avesta, containing the 149,500
millennium B.C.E. 240 CE.) eastern Iran Yasna, Yashts, and
Kirdir, or Kartir Vendidad
(third century C.E)
K.R. Cama (1831-
1909 C.E)
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Quotations on Beliefs

I. God or gods

“Acts of God are like riddles.”

African Traditional Religions
African proverb

“To every discerning and illuminated heart it is evident that God, the unknowable
Essence, the Divine Being, is immensely exalted beyond every human attribute, such as
corporeal existence, ascent and descent, egress and regress. Far be it from His glory that
human tongue should adequately recount His praise, or that human heart comprehend
His fathomless mystery.”

Babd’f Faith

Babd’v’llih

“God then is infinite and incomprehensible and all that is comprehensible about Him
is His infinity and incomprehensibility. . . . For when you speak of Him as good, and
just, and wise, and so forth, you do not tell God’s nature but only the qualities of His
nature.”

Christianity

Jobn of Damascus

“Heaven/God [Tian| bestows one’s inner nature; the Way [ Tao] consists in following

one’s inner nature; the Teaching [Jiao] derives from cultivating the Way.”

Confucianism

Doctrine of the Mean 1

“You are the supreme being, the supreme abode, the supreme purifier, the eternal one,

the divine being. You are the Primordial deity without birth.”

Hinduism
Bhagavad Gita 10:22

“Say: He is Allah, the One and Only; Allah, the Eternal, Absolute. He begetteth not,

nor is He begotten; And there is none like unto Him.”

Islam
Koran 112
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“Hear, O Israel! The Lord our God, the Lord is one. You shall love the Lord your God
with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.”

]udaism
Deuteronomy 6:4-6

“Generally speaking, ‘kami’ denotes . . . all kinds of beings—including not only human
beings but also such objects as birds, beasts, trees, grass, seas, mountains, and so
forth—any being whatsoever which possesses some eminent quality out of the ordinary
and awe-inspiring.”

Shinto

Motoori Norinaga

“My Master is the One. He is the One, brother, and He alone exists.”

Sikbism
Guru Nanak, Adi Granth, p. 150

“Then as holy I have recognized Thee, Ahura Mazda, when I saw Thee at first at the

birth of life, when Thou didst appoint rewards for acts and words, bad for the bad, a
good recompense for the good, by Thy innate virtue, at the final turning point of cre-
ation.”

Zoroastrianism
Yasna 43:5

IL. Prayer

“The prayer of the chicken hawk does not get him the chicken.”

African Traditional Religions
Swabili proverb

“The state of prayer is the best of conditions, for man is then associating with God.
Prayer verily bestoweth life, particularly when offered in private and at times, such as
midnight, when freed from daily cares.”

Bahd’i Faith

’Abdu’l-Babd

“Sitting cross-legged,

They should wish that all beings

Have firm and strong roots of goodness
And attain the state of immovability.
Cultivating concentration,

They should wish that all beings
Congquer their minds by concentration
Ultimately, with no reminder.

When practicing contemplation,

They should wish that all beings

See truth as it is

And be forever free of oppression and contention.”

Buddbism
Garland Sutra (Gandavyuba) 11
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“When you are praying, do not use meaningless repetition, as the Gentiles do, for they
suppose that they will be heard for their many words. Therefore do not be like them;
for your Father knows what you need, before you ask Him.”

Cbristiunit_y

Matthew 6:7

“Knowing in what to abide, one can settle the mind; with settled mind, one can achieve
quiet; in quietude, one can reach a state of calm; in calmness, one can contemplate; in

contemplation, one can attain the goal.”

Confucianism
Great Learning 1

“Lead me from unreality to reality; lead me from darkness to light; lead me from death
to immortality. Om Peace, Peace, Peace.”

Hinduism
Bribadumnyaka Upanishad 1:3:28

“Recite what is sent of the Book by inspiration to thee, and establish regular Prayer:

for Prayer restrains from shameful and unjust deeds; and remembrance of Allah is the

greatest [thing in life] without doubt. And Allah knows the [deeds] that ye do.”

Islam

Koran 29:45

“Homage to the Jinas.
Homage to the perfected souls.
Homage to the renouncer-leaders.
Homage to the renouncer-teachers.
Homage to all renouncers.”

Jainism

Namaskar Mantra

“What then is left for us to do except to pray for the ability to pray, to bewail our
ignorance of living in His presence? And even if such prayer is tainted with vanity, His
mercy accepts and redeems our feeble efforts. It is the continuity of trying to pray, the
unspoken loyalty to our duty to pray, that lends strength to our fragile worship; and it
is the holiness of the community that bestows meaning upon our individual acts of
worship. These are three pillars on which our prayer rises to God: our own loyalty, the
holiness of Israel, and the mercy of God.”

Judaism
Abrabam ]oslm Heschel

“When [the Shinto priest] pronounces the ritual prayers,
the heavenly deities will push open the heavenly rock door,
and pushing with an awesome pushing,

through the myriad layers of heavenly clouds,

3

will hear and receive [these prayers]

Shinto
From nintb-:entury norito ( pmyer)
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“Nanak prays: the divine Name may be magnified;

May peace and prosperity come to one and all by your grace, O Lord!”
Sikhism
Avrdas prayer

“Those Beings, male and female, whom Ahura Mazda knows the best for worship
according to truth, we worship them all.”

Zoroastrianism

Yenghe Hatam prayer

III. Duty toward other people

“A lone traveler is swept away by a stream.”

African Traditional Religions
Tonga proverb

“Be generous in prosperity, and thankful in adversity. Be worthy of the trust of thy
neighbor, and look upon him with a bright and friendly face. Be a treasure to the poor,
an admonisher to the rich, an answerer of the cry of the needy. . . . Be unjust to no
man, and show all meekness to all men. Be as a lamp unto them that walk in darkness,
a joy to the sorrowful, a sea for the thirsty, a haven for the distressed, an upholder and
defender of the victim of oppression. Let integrity and uprightness distinguish all thine
acts. Be a home for the stranger, a balm to the suffering, a tower of strength for the
fugitive. Be eyes to the blind, and a guiding light unto the feet of the erring. Be an
ornament to the countenance of truth, a crown to the brow of fidelity, a pillar of the
temple of righteousness, a breath of life to the body of mankind, an ensign of the
hosts of justice, a luminary above the horizon of virtue, a dew to the soil of the
human heart, an ark on the ocean of knowledge, a sun in the heaven of bounty, a gem
on the diadem of wisdom, a shining light in the firmament of thy generation, a fruit
upon the tree of humility.”

Bah-d’f Faith

Baba’w’llih

“Hatred is never quelled by hatred in this world. It is quelled by love. This is an eternal
truth.”

Buddbism
Dbammapada 1.5

“You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”

Christianity
Mark 12:31

“The duties of universal obligation are five . . . those between ruler and subject, father

and child, husband and wife, older and younger siblings, and two friends.”

Confucianism

Doctrine of the Mean 20
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“Lack of enmity to all beings in thought, word, and deed; compassion and generous
giving—these are the marks of the eternal faith; this is the eternal duty.”

Hinduism
Mabhabbarata

“It is not righteousness that ye turn your faces towards east or west; but it is righteous-
ness to believe in Allah and the Last Day, and the Angels, and the Book, and the
Messengers; to spend of your substance, out of love for Him, for your kin, for
orphans, for the needy, for the wayfarer, for those who ask, and for the ransom of
slaves; to be steadfast in prayer, and practice regular charity; to fulfill the contracts
which ye have made; and to be firm and patient, in pain (or suffering) and adversity,
and throughout all periods of panic. Such are the people of truth, the Allah-fearing.”

Islam

Koran 2:177

“The observer of vows should cultivate friendliness towards all living beings, delight in
the distinction and honor of others, [show] compassion for miserable, lowly creatures
and equanimity towards the vainglorious.”

Jainism

Tattvartha Sutra

“Love your fellow as yourself: I am the Lord.”

Judaism
Leviticus 19:18

“The hearts of all you encounter shall be as a mirror to you, reflecting the face you
have presented to them.”

Shinto

Kurozumi Munetada

“One should live on what one has earned through hard work and share with others the
fruit of one’s exertion.” Guru Nanak

Sikbism

Adi Granth, p. 1,245

“The sage does not accumulate [for himself].
The more that he expends for others, the more does he possess of his own;

the more that he gives to others, the more does he have himself.”

Taoism

Tao te ching 81

“I pledge myself to the well-thought thought, I pledge myself to the well-spoken word,
I pledge myself to the well-acted act.”

Zoroastrianism

Yasna 12:8
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IV. Poverty and wealth

“The lack of money does not necessarily mean that one is poor.”

African Traditional Religions
African proverb

“O CHILDREN OF DUST!

Tell the rich of the midnight sighing of the poor, lest heedlessness lead them into the
path of destruction, and deprive them of the Tree of Wealth. To give and to be gener-
ous are attributes of Mine; well is it with him that adorneth himself with My virtues.”

Babd’i Faith
Babdullih

“Goodwill, and wisdom, a mind trained by method
The highest conduct based on good morals

This makes humans pure, not rank or wealth.”

Buddbism
Samyutta Nikaya

“For I was hungry, and you gave me something to eat; I was thirsty, and you gave me
drink; I was a stranger, and you invited me in; naked, and you clothed me; I was sick,
and you visited me; I was in prison, and you came to me.”

Cbristianity
Matthew 25:35-36

“Facilitate their cultivation of fields, lighten their tax burden, and the common people
can be made wealthy.”

Confucianism

Master Meng [Mencius] VII:2:23

“This body—it is for the service of others.”
Hinduism

Anonymous

“Alms are for the poor and the needy, and those employed to administer the [funds];
for those whose hearts have been [recently] reconciled [to Truth]; for those in bondage
and in debt; in the cause of Allah and for the wayfarer: [thus is it] ordained by Allah,
and Allah is full of knowledge and wisdom.”

Lslam

Koran 9:60

“Speak up for the dumb,

For the rights of all the unfortunate.
Speak up, judge righteously,
Champion the poor and the needy.”

Judaism
Proverbs 31:8
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“True service is the service of poor people; I am not inclined to serve others of higher
social status; charity will bear fruit, in this and the next world if given to such worthy
and poor people.”

Sikbism

Guru Gobind Singh, Adi Granth, p. 1,223

“There is no guilt greater than to sanction ambition;

no calamity greater than to be discontented with one’s lot;

no fault greater than the wish to be getting.

Therefore the sufficiency of contentment is an enduring and unchanging sufficiency.”

Taoism

Tao te ching 46

“As the Master, so is the Judge to be chosen in accord with truth. Establish the power
of acts arising from a life lived with good purpose, for Mazda and for the lord whom
they made pastor for the poor.”

Zoroastrianism

Abuna Vairya prayer

V. Women

“And among the teachings of Bah4'u’llah is the equality of women and men. The world
of humanity has two wings—one is women and the other men. Not until both wings
are equally developed can the bird fly.”

Babd’i Faith
’Abdu’l-Bahd

“Whoever has such a vehicle, whether it is a woman or a man, by means of that vehicle
shall come to nirvana.”

Buddbism
Samyutta Nikaya

“The knot of Eve’s disobedience was loosed by the obedience of Mary. For what the
virgin Eve had bound fast through unbelief, this did the virgin Mary set free through
faith.”

Christianity

Saint Irenaeus

“To be a woman, one must develop as a person; to do this, strive to establish one’s

purity and chastity. With purity, one remains undefiled; with chastity, one keeps one’s
- 1

virtue.

Confucianism

Analects for Women 2:1a

“If any do deeds of righteousness—be they male or female—and have faith, they will

enter Heaven, and not the least injustice will be done to them.”

Islam

Koran 4:124
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“Jewish feminism focuses on three issues: attaining complete religious involvement for
Jewish women; giving Jewish expression to women’s experiences and self—understanding;
and highlighting the imagery, language, rituals already present within the tradition that
center around the feminine and the women. These efforts involve changing or eliminat-
ing aspects of Jewish law, customs, and teachings that prevent or discourage women
from developing positions of equality to men within Judaism as well as bringing new
interpretations to bear on the tradition.”

]udaism
Susannab Heschel

“Woman is the foundation of the faith.”

Shinto
Nakayama Miki

“Blessed are they, both men and women, who endlessly praise their Lord. Blessed are
they in the True One’s court; there shall their faces shine.”

Sikbism

Guru Nanak, Adi Granth, p. 473

“The valley spirit dies not, aye the same;
The female mystery thus do we name.
Its gate, from which at first they issued forth,
Is called the root from which grew heaven and earth.
Long and unbroken does its power remain,
Used gently, and without the touch of pain.”
Taoism
Tao te ching 6

“We call upon you the Waters, and you the milk cows, and you the mothers, giving
milk, nourishing the poor, possessed of all kinds of sustenance; who are the best, the
most beautiful. Down we call you, O good ones, to be grateful for and pleased by
shares of the long-armed offering, you living mothers.”

Zoroastrianism

Yasna 38:5

V1. Death

“The elephant has fallen.”

African Traditional Religions
Yoruba metapl)or for the death of an elderly person

“O SON OF THE SUPREME!
I have made death a messenger of joy to thee. Wherefore dost thou grieve?”

Babd’i Faith
Babd’u’llih

“[D]eath, which we want nothing to do with, is unavoidable. This is why it is impor-

tant that during our lifetime we become familiar with the idea of death, so that it will
not be a real shock to us at the moment it comes. We do not meditate regularly on
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death in order to die more quickly; on the contrary, like everyone, we wish to live a
long time. However, since death is inevitable, we believe that if we begin to prepare for
it at an earlier point in time, on the day of our death it will be easier to accept it.”

Buddhism
Dalai Lama

“Death has been swallowed up in victory. Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O
death, is your sting? . . . Thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through our Lord
Jesus Christ.”

Christianity
1 Corinthians 15:54-55

“If one is not yet able to serve living persons, how can one serve spirits of the dead? If
one does not yet understand life, how can one understand death?”

Confucianism

Analects of Confucius 11:12

“Just as one casts away old clothes and gets new ones, so too, after casting away worn-
out bodies, the soul gets new ones.”

Hinduism
Bhagavad Gita 2:22

“Every soul shall have a taste of death: And only on the Day of Judgment shall you be
paid your full recompense. Only he who is saved far from the Fire and admitted to the
Garden will have attained the object [of Life]: For the life of this world is but goods
and chattels of deception.”

Islam

Koran 3:185

“The physical body with all its sense organs, its health and youth, strength, radiance,
good fortune and beauty—all resemble the rainbow which vanishes within seconds.
They are impermanent.”

Jainism

Acbar_yu Kundakunda

“By the sweat of your brow

Shall you get bread to eat,

Until you return to the ground—
For from it you were taken.

For dust you are,

And to dust you shall return.”

]udaism
Genesis 3:19

“Death proceeds from life, and life is the beginning of death. The [Ise] Shrine official
informed me that this was handed down as the reason for the taboos surrounding both

birth and death.”

Shinto
Muju Ichien
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“To whom should one complain, O Nanak, when death carries the mortal away with-
out one’s consent?”

Sikhism

Guru Nanak, Adi Granth, p.1,412

“Death and life are not within our power, so we must be content with death. In this
world we are like a foreign traveler and our body is just like a hired shell which we are
in. From it man goes to his original abode. There should be no deep mourning for that.
Everybody dies; others go before us, and we have to follow. Thus to be mournful is a
sinful act.”

Zovoastrianism

Dastur Erachji Sobrabji Meherjirana
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African Traditional Religions . . ... ........ 79,913,910
Anglicanism . ........ . . 79,913,910
Baha'l ... .. 6,147,224
Baptist Tradition .................... 110,650,029
Buddhism ........... ... .. ... ...... 368,833,430
Christianity . ..................... 2,090,056,103
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints . .11,679,725
ConfucianiSm . ... oottt 6,147,224
Conservative Judaism .. ................. 1,475,334
Coptic Christianity .. .................. 7,376,669
Eastern Catholicism .. ................. 12,294,448
Eastern Orthodox Christianity . .. ........ 215,152,834
Evangelicalism .. .................... 737,666,860
Hinduism ......................... 860,611,337
Islam . ... ... ... . 1,229,444,767
Jainism ... ... 6,147,224
Jehovah’S Witnesses .. ... ... 14,753,337
Judaism . ... 15,368,060
Lutheranism . ....................... 61,472,238
Mahayana Buddhism . ................ 196,711,163
Methodism .. ......... ... .. 71,922,519
Orthodox Judaism . .. .................. 2,458,890
Pentecostalism . . .................... 522,514,026

Wortldmak Encyclopedia of Religious Practices

Populations

Protestantism . ... ..... ... 356,538,982
Reform Judaism . ..................... 3,688,334
Reformed Christianity . ................ 73,151,964
Religious Society of Friends ............... 368,833
Roman Catholicism ... .............. 1,045,028,052
Seventh-day Adventist .. ............... 12,294,448
Shaivism ..o vt 196,711,163
Shifsm ...t 135,238,924
Shinto ...t 110,650,029
Sikhism . ... . 18,441,671
Sunnism . ... 922,083,575
Taotsm .. oo 61,472,238
Theravada Buddhism ................. 116,797,253
Tibetan Buddhism . ..................... 184,417
Unitarianism . . . v v oo v v e et e e e 307,361
United Church of Christ . ............... 1,229,445
Vaishnavism ... ... ... 583,986,264
ZOTOASTIIANISIL & « & v v v e e e e e e e e e e 141,386

Combined populﬂtions exceed total world populﬂtion since sorme people
qmzll'fy as members more than one relzgious group. A Buddbist, Sfor exam-~
ple, may also practice Confucianism. Likewise, a Methodist might also be
counted as a Christian, a Protestant, an Evangelical, and a Pentecostal,

depending on their bfligfs.
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Glossary

10 paramitas (Buddhism) 10 perfections of the bod-
hisattva: (1) dana (generosity), (2) sila (morality),
(3) ksanti (patience and forbearance), (4) virya (vigor,
the endless and boundless energy that bodhisattvas
employ when helping others), (5) dhyana (medita-
tion), (0) prajna (wisdom), (7)) upaya (skillful means),
(8) conviction, (9) strength, and (10) knowledge

Abaluhya (African Traditional Religions) an ethnic group
in Kenya

Achaemenian dynasty (Zoroastrianism) dynasty that ruled
Iran from 550 to 330 B.C.E.

acharya (Hinduism) a formal head of a monastery, sect,
or subcommunity

acharya (Jainism) head of a subsect or smaller group of

renouncers

Adi Granth (Sikhism) Original Book; the primary Sikh
scripture

Advent (Christianity) period of four weeks, beginning
four Sundays before Christmas, sometimes observed
with fasting and prayer

afrinagan (Zoroastrianism) Zoroastrian ceremony involy-
ing the distribution of blessings

Aggadah (Judaism) nonlegal, narrative portions of the
Talmud and Mishna, which include history, folklore,

and other subjects
ahimsa (Jainism) nonviolence

Ahura Mazda (Zoroastrianism) supreme deity of
Zoroastrianism; likely an honorific title meaning
“Wise Lord” rather than a proper name

Akal Purakh (Sikhism) Timeless One; God

al-hajj / al-hajji (Islam) pilgrim; prefix added to a name
to indicate that the person has made the hajj

Allah (Islam) God

Wortldmak Encyclopedia of Religious Practices

Amaterasu (Shinto) the sun goddess

Amesha Spentas (Zoroastrianism) the six entities that aid
Ahura Mazda, sometimes with an additional figure,
Spenta Mainyu, to compose the divine heptad
(group of seven)

amrit (Sikhism) divine nectar; sweetened water used in
the initiation ceremony of the Khalsa

anagarika (Buddhism) ascetic layperson
anekant (Jainism) doctrine of the multiplicity of truth

Anglicanism (Christianity) Church of England, which
originated in King Henry VIII's break with Rome in
1534, and those churches that developed from i,
including the Episcopal Church in the United
States; with a wide spectrum of doctrines and prac-
tices, it is sometimes called Episcopalianism

Angra Mainyu (Zoroastrianism) primordial evil spirit, twin
of Spenta Mainyu

Apocrypha (Christianity) books of the Old Testament
included in the Septuagint (Greek translation used
by early Christians) and Catholic (including the
Latin Vulgate) versions of the Bible but not in
Protestant or modern Jewish editions

arahitogami (Shinto) a kami in human form
arhat (Buddhism) worthy one

aryika (Jainism) a Digambara nun who wears white
clothing

asha (Zoroastrianism) truth; righteousness

Ashkenazim (Judaism) Jews whose ancestors in the
Middle Ages lived in Germany (Ashkenaz in

Hebrew) and the surrounding countries
ashrama (Hinduism) one of the four stages of life

atashkadeh (Zoroastrianism) “place of fire”; fire temple;
more narrowly, the enclosed chamber in a fire tem-
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ple that contains a fire continuously fed by the
priests

atman (Hinduism) the human soul

Atonement (Christianity) doctrine that the death of Jesus
is the basis for human salvation

Avestan (Zoroastrianism) ancient East Iranian language

Ayurveda (Hinduism) “knowledge of a long life”; a
Hindu healing system

Ba Kongo (African Traditional Religions) a group of
Bantu-speaking peoples who largely reside in Congo
(Brazzaville), Democratic Republic of the Congo
(Kinshasa), and Angola

Ba Thonga (African Traditional Religions) a group of
Bantu-speaking peoples who live in the southern
African countries of Mozambique, Zimbabwe,

Swaziland, and South Africa

babalawo (African Traditional Religions) a divination spe-
cialist in Yoruba culture

Babi (Bahd'i) a follower of Ali-Muhammad of Shiraz
(1819-50), who took the title of the Bab (Arabic:

“gate”)

Baganda (African Traditional Religions) the largest ethnic
group in Uganda

Baha (Baha'i) glory, splendor, or light; the greatest
name of God; the root word in Bahaullah, the title
of the founder of the Baha'i faith, and in Bah4’t

Bambara (African Traditional Religions) an ethnic group
in Mali

Bantu (African Traditional Religions) a large group of lan-
guages spoken in central, eastern, and southern

Africa

baptism (Christianity) sacrament practiced by Christians
in which the sprinkling, pouring of, or immersion in
water is a sign of admission into the faith commu-
nity

bar mitzvah (son of commandment) (Judaism) initiation
ceremony for boys at age 13, when they are held to
be responsible for their actions and hence are
obliged to observe all of the commandments of the
Torah; bat mitzah, a similar ceremony for girls at
age 12, is observed by some Jews

barashnum (Zoroastrianism) Zoroastrian purification cer-
emony used primarily by priests to prepare for their
ordination

Ixxvi

Bhagavad Gita (Hinduism) one of the most sacred texts
of the Hindus; a book of 18 chapters from the epic
the Mababharata

bhakti (Hinduism) devotion; the practice of devotion to
God

bhikkhu (Buddhism) monk
bhikkhuni (Buddhism) female monk
bodhi (Buddhism) enlightenment; awakening

bodhisattva (Buddhism) an enlightened being who works
for the welfare of all those still caught in samsara

Brahma (Hinduism) a minor deity; the creator god
brahmacharya (Jainism) chastity in marriage or celibacy
Brahman (Hinduism) the upper, or priestly, caste

Brahman (Hinduism) the term used in the Upanishads to
refer to the supreme being

Brit Milah (Judaism) circumcision of a male infant or
adult convert as a sign of acceptance of the

covenant

caliph (Islam) successor; deputy to the Prophet
Muhammad

caste (Hinduism) a social group (frequently one that a
person is born into) in Hindu society

casuistry (Christianity) type of moral reasoning based on
the examination of specific cases

catechesis (Christianity) formal instruction in the faith

“Celestial Masters” tradition (T’ien-shih) (Taoism) Taoist
tradition of late Han times, with which several later
traditions, especially Cheng-i, claimed affiliation

Ch’an (Zen in Japan) (Buddhism) a school of Mahayana
Buddhism

ch’i (Taoism) life-energy

ch’i-kung (gigong) (Taoism) the skill of attracting vital
energy

Ch'ing dynasty (Taoism) dynasty that ruled China from
1644 to 1911; also called the Manchu dynasty

Ch'ing-wei (Taoism) “Clarified Tenuity”; a Taoism sub-
tradition the emerged in the tenth century; it
involves a system of therapeutic rituals

ch’uan-ch’i (Taoism) type of traditional Chinese literary
tale
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Chiian-chen (Taoism) “Integrating the Perfections”;
practice that originated in the eleventh century and
continued in modern “Dragon Gate” Taoism; some-
times called “Northern Taoism”

chai (Taoism) type of Taoist liturgy that originated in
the Ling-pao tradition in the fifth century

charismatics (Christianity) major expression of
Christianity that includes those who affirm the gifts
of the Holy Spirit but who are not affiliated with

Pentecostal denominations

chen (Taoism) perfection or realization; ultimate spiri-
tual integration

Cheng-i (Taoism) “Orthodox Unity”; Taoist tradition
that emerged during the conquest period (approxi-
mately the twelfth through fourteenth centuries) and
became a part of “Southern Taoism”

chen-jen (Taoism) perfected ones; a term used both for
angelic beings and for the human ideal of fully per-

fected or realized persons

chiao (Taoism) extended Taoist liturgy; a sequence of
events over several days that renews the local com-
munity by reintegrating it with the heavenly order

Chin dynasty (Taoism) dynasty that ruled China from
266 to 420 CE.

ching (Taoism) vital essence

Ching-ming (Taoism) “Pure Illumination”; a Taoism sub-
tradition that emerged during the Ming dynasty; it
was absorbed into the “Dragon Gate” tradition

chin-tan (Taoism) “Golden Elixir”; a set of ideas about
spiritual refinement through meditation

chrismation (Christianity) anointing with oil

Chuang-tzu (Taoism) classical text compiled c. 430 to
130 B.C.E.

classical China (Taoism) the period before 221 B.C.E.

conciliar (Christianity) governance through councils of
bishops

confirmation (Christianity) sacrament marking member-
ship in a church

congregationalism (Christianity) self-governance by a
local congregation

Conservative Judaism (Judaism) largest denomination of
American Judaism, with affiliated congregations in
South America and Israel; advocating moderate
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modifications of Halakhah, it occupies a middle
ground between Reform and Orthodox Judaism

cosmogony (African Traditional Religions) a theory about
the creation of the universe

cosmology (African Traditional Religions) an explanation
of the nature of the universe

daeva (Zoroastrianism) demon

Dagara (African Traditional Religions) an ethnic group of
the Niger region of western Africa

dakhma (Zoroastrianism) “tower of silence”; a tower in

which a corpse is traditionally exposed
dan (Sikhism) charity; a person's relation with society
dana (Buddhism) proper giving; generosity

dar-i Mihr (Zoroastrianism) “the court of Mithra”; the
room in a fire temple where the yasna 1s performed

Dashalakshanaparvan (Jainism) yearly Digambara festival
during which the Tattvartha Sutra is read and that
ends in atonement

dastur (Zoroastrianism) “master”; honorific title for a
Zoroastrian priest

dawa (Islam) call to Islam; propagation of the faith

de (Confucianism) virtue; potential goodness conferred
on a person by Tian (Heaven)

deva (Buddhism) deity; divine being; divine
deva (Hinduism) a divine being

Devi (Hinduism) in the Sanskrit literary tradition, the
name for the Goddess

dharma (Hinduism) duty, or acting with a sense of what
is righteous; sometimes used to mean “religion” and
“ethics”

dharma (Pali, dhamma) (Buddhism) the teachings of the
Buddha

Dharma Sastra (Hinduism) any of a set of treatises on
the nature of righteousness, moral duty, and law

dhimmi (Islam) protected person, specifically a Jew or
Christian

Diaspora (Judaism) communities of Jews dispersed out-
side the Land of Israel, traditionally referred to as
the Exile
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Digambara (Jainism) wearing the sky; sect of Jainism,
largely based in southern India, in which full monks
do not wear any clothing

diksha (Jainism) rite of initiation for a monk or a nun

divination (African Traditional Religions) any of various
methods of accessing sacred knowledge of the
deities; it often involves interpreting signs

“Dragon Gate” tradition (Lung-men) (Taoism) Taoist tradi-
tion that originated in the seventeenth century,
incorporating Ch’tian-chen and Ching-ming; the
dominant form of Taoism in mainland China today

dua (Islam) personal prayer

duhkha (Pali, dukkha) (Buddhism) suffering; unsatisfac-
toriness

Durga (Hinduism) a manifestation of the Goddess (rep-
resented as a warrior)

Edo (African Traditional Religions) an ethnic group of
southern Nigeria

Eightfold Path (marga; Pali, magga) (Buddhism) a system-
atic and practical way to realize the truth and elimi-
nate suffering, traditionally divided into three dis-
tinct phases that should be progressively mastered

Epiphany (Christianity) January 6, a celebration of the
coming of the Magi and, in Orthodoxy, of the bap-

tism of Jesus

eschatology (Christianity) doctrine concerning the end of
the world, including the Second Coming of Christ,
God’s judgment, heaven, and hell

Eucharist (Communion; Lord’s Supper) (Christianity) sacra-
ment practiced by Christians in which bread and
wine become (in Roman Catholicism and
Orthodoxy) or stand for (in Protestantism) the
body and blood of Christ

evangelicalism (Christianity) movement that emphasizes
the authority of the Scriptures, salvation by faith,
and individual experience over ritual

extreme unction (Christianity) sacrament; blessing of the
sick

Fang (African Traditional Religions) an ethnic group of
west-central Africa

fasli (Zoroastrianism) seasonal calendar that places New
Year’s Day in March; compare with gadimi
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fast of Ramadan (Islam) fast during ninth month; fourth
pillar

fatwa (Islam) legal opinion or judgment of a mufti, a
specialist in Islamic law

Five Pillars of Islam (Islam) fundamental observances

Five Scriptures (Confucianism) Wijing; Confucianism’s
most sacred texts

Fon (African Traditional Religions) an ethnic group of
Benin

Four Books (Confucianism) Sishu; central texts of
Confucian philosophy and education

frashkard (Zoroastrianism) the renewal of the world at
the end of history

Fukko Shintd (Shinto) the “pure Shinto” of the scholar
Motoori Norinaga

Gatha (Zoroastrianism) one of the 17 hymns traditional-
ly ascribed to Zoroaster

giiji (Shinto) Shinto head priest

Gahambar (Zoroastrianism) one of six five-day
Zoroastrian festivals

Ganesha (Hinduism) a popular Hindu god; a son of the
goddess Parvati, he is depicted with an elephant
head

Gathic (Zoroastrianism) older Avestan dialect
getig (Zoroastrianism) form; physical world
ghusl (Islam) ritual cleansing before worship

Goddess (Hinduism) a powerful, usually gracious, deity
in female form sometimes seen as a manifestation of
Parvati, the wife of Shiva; she is called any number
of names, including Shakti, Durga, Kali, or Devi

gon-gilji (Shinto) Shinto assistant head priest
goryd (Shinto) haunting spirit of a wronged individual
gotra (Hinduism) a clan group

grace (Christianity) unmerited gift from God for human
salvation

granthi (Sikhism) reader of scripture and leader of ritu-
als in the gurdwara

gurdwara (Sikhism) door of the Guru; house of wor-
ship

Gurmukh (Sikhism) a person oriented toward the Guru
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guru (Hinduism) a charismatic teacher

Guru (Sikhism) spiritual preceptor, either a person or
the mystical “voice” of Akal Purakh

Guru Granth, or Guru Granth Sahib (Sikhism) the Adi
Granth, or scripture, functioning as Guru

Guru Panth (Sikhism) the Sikh Panth, or community,
functioning as Guru

Hachiman (Shinte) a Shinto-Buddhist deity popular
with samurai

hadith (Islam) tradition; reports of Muhammad’s say-
ings and deeds

Haggadah (Judaism) book used at the Passover seder,
containing the liturgical recitation of the Passover
story and instructions on conducting the ceremonial
meal

hajj (Islam) pilgrimage to Mecca; fifth pillar

Halakhah (Judaism) legal portions of the Talmud as
later elaborated in rabbinic literature; in an extended
sense it denotes the ritual and legal prescriptions
governing the traditional Jewish way of life

halal (Islam) meat slaughtered in a religious manner

Han dynasty (Taoism) dynasty that ruled China from
206 B.CE. to 221 CE.

Hand of the Cause of God (Baha'i) one of 50 individuals
appointed by Bahaullah, Abdul-Baha, or Shoghi
Effendi whose duties included encouraging Baha'is
and their institutions, advising them about the
development of the Bahd'i community worldwide,
and informing the head of the faith about condi-
tions and developments in local Bah'{ communities

haoma (Zoroastrianism) sacred drink, now pressed from
ephedra and pomegranate twigs

haoxue (Confucianism) love of (moral) learning
harae (Shinto) purification rites

Hasidism (Judaism) revivalist mystical movement that
originated in Poland in the eighteenth century

hijab (Islam) Muslim dress for women, today often
referring to a headscarf

hijra (hegira) (Islam) migration of early Muslims from
Mecca to Medina

himorogi (Shinto) sacred space demarcated by a rope
(shimenawa) or other marker
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hitogami (Shinto) a living kami in human form

honji-suijaku (Shinto) Buddhist philosophy of the
assimilation of Buddhas and kami

Hsiang-erh (Taoism) “Just Thinking”; text that is
couched as a commentary on the Lao-tzu

hsin (Taoism) heart/mind
hsing (Taoism) inner nature; internal spiritual realities

hsiu chen (Taoism) cultivating reality; term by which
Taoists frequently refer to religious practice

hsiu tao (Taoism) cultivating Tao; nearly synonymous
with hsiu chen

hsiu-lien (Taoism) cultivation and refinement; an endur-
ing Taoist term for self cultivation

hukam (Sikhism) divine order

huququllah (Baha'i) “right of God”; a 19-percent tithe
that Bah&'is pay on their income after essential
expenses

Ifa (African Traditional Religions) a form of divination
that originated in West Africa

Igho (African Traditional Religions) an ethnic group of
Nigeria

imam (Islam) Shiite prayer leader; also used as the title
for Muhammad’s successors as leader of the Muslim
community, consisting of male descendants through
his cousin and son-in-law Ali

Inner Alchemy (Taoism) rnei-tan; a generic term used for
various related models of meditative self-cultivation

ishnan (Sikhism) purity
Islam (Islam) submission to the will of God; peace
iwasaka (Shinto) sacred stone circles

janam-sakhi (Sikhism) birth narrative; a hagiographical
biography

jashan (Zoroastrianism) festival
jati (Hinduism) birth group
jihad (Islam) strive, struggle; a holy war

Jina (Jainism) victor or conqueror; periodic founder or
reviver of the Jain religion; also called a Tirthankara

(ford or bridge builder)

jingzuo (Confucianism) “quiet sitting”; meditation
q g
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jiva (Jainism) soul; every soul is endowed with perfect
energy, perfect bliss, perfect perception, and perfect
knowledge

jizya (Islam) poll, or head, tax paid by Jews and
Christians

juma (Islam) Friday congregational prayer

Jurchen (Taoism) Manchurian tribe; founders of the
Chin dynasty (1115-1234)

Kaaba (Islam) sacred structure in Mecca; according to
tradition, built by Abraham and Ismail

Kabbalah (Judaism) mystical reading of the Scriptures
that arose in France and Spain during the twelfth
century, culminating with the composition in the
late thirteenth century of the Zobar (“Book of
Splendor”™), which, especially as interpreted by Isaac
Luria (1534-72), exercised a decisive influence on
late medieval and early modern Jewish spiritual life

kagura (Shinto) Shinto ritual dances

Kaguru (African Traditional Religions) an ethnic group in
Tanzania

kami (Shinto) Shinto deity or deities
kannushi (Shinto) lower-ranking Shinto priest

karah prashad (Sikhism) sanctified food, prepared in a
large iron dish, or karahi

karma (Buddhism) law of cause and effect; act; deed

karma (Hinduism) literally “action”; the system of
rewards and punishments attached to various actions

karma (Jainism) microscopic particles that float in the
universe, stick to souls according the quality of their
actions, and manifest a like result before becoming
detached from them

karma (Sikhism) influence of a person’s past actions on
his future lives

kasruth (Judaism) rules and regulations for food and its
preparation, often known by the Yiddish “kosher”

katha (Sikhism) a discourse on scripture in a gurdwara;

homily
Kaur (Sikhism) female surname meaning Princess
kegare (Shinto) bodily or spiritual pollution

Khalsa (Sikhism) order of “pure” Sikhs, established by
Guru Gobind Singh in 1699

IXXX

ki (Shinto) vital spirit or energy
kirpan (Sikhism) sword
kirtan (Sikhism) devotional singing

Kojiki (Shinto) eighth-century Japanese mythological

text
kokoro (Shinto) heart-mind
kokugaku (Shinto) Japanese nativist school of scholar-
ship
Koran (Quran) (Islam) revelation; Muslim scripture
Krishna (Hinduism) a manifestation of the supreme

being; one of the most popular Hindu deities, he is
considered by many Hindus to be an incarnation of

the god Vishnu
kuan (Taoism) Taoist abbeys or temples

kundalini (Hinduism) the power that is said to lie dor-
mant at the base of a person’s spine and that can be

awakened in the search for enlightenment

kusti (Zoroastrianism) sacred cord worn around the
torso by Zoroastrians and tied and untied during

prayer
Lakshmi (Hinduism) a goddess; wife of the god Vishnu

langar (Sikhism) community dining

Lao-tzu (Taoism) the supposed author of the Tao te ching

also another name for the Tao e ching

Legalism (Taoism) Chinese school of philosophy that
advocated a system of government based on a strict
code of laws; prominent in the fifth through third

centuries B.C.E.

Lent (Christianity) period of 40 days from Ash
Wednesday to Easter, often marked by fasting and
prayer

li (Confucianism) cosmic ordering principle

li (Confucianism) norms for the interaction of humans
with each other and with higher forces (a different

Chinese character from the other li, meaning “prin-

ciple,” above)
liangzhi (Confucianism) innate moral knowledge

libationers (Taoism) chi-chiu; men and women officiants

in the early “Celestial Masters” organization
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lien-shih (Taoism) refined master or mistress; an hon-
orific term that was the highest Taoist title in T’ang
times

Ling-pao (Taoism) “Numinous Treasure”; a set of Taoist
revelations produced in the fourth century C.E.

Lixue (Confucianism) “study of principle”; Neo-
Confucian philosophical movement

Lupupa (African Traditional Religions) a subgroup of the

Basongye, an ethnic group of Democratic Republic
of the Congo (Kinshasa)

madrasah (Islam) Islamic religious school

Magi (Zoroastrianism) priestly group that was initially
active in western Iran under the Medes

Mahabharata (Hinduism) “Great Epic of India” or the
“Great Sons of Bharata”; one of the two Hindu
epics

Mahavira Jayanti (Jainism) celebration of the birth of
Lord Mahavira, the 24th and last Jina of the cur-
rent period, by Shvetambaras and Digambaras in
March—April

Mahayana (sometimes called Northern Buddhism)
(Buddhism) one of two major schools of Buddhism
practiced mainly in China, Japan, Korea, and Tibet;

evolved from the Mahasanghika (Great Assembly)

Man’ydshii (Shinto) eighth-century Japanese poetry
anthology

mandala (Hinduism) a geometric design that represents
sacredness, divine beings, or sacred knowledge or
experience in an abstract form

manifestation of God (Baha’i) an individual recognized in
Bah4'i authoritative writings as a source of divine
revelation and usually as the founder of a religion

mantra (Hinduism) a phrase or string of words, with or
without meaning, recited repeatedly during medita-

tion

Manyika (African Traditional Religions) an ethnic group
of the southern African countries of Zimbabwe and

Mozambique
marebito (Shinto) wandering spirits of the dead

Masai (African Traditional Religions) a nomadic people
who inhabit Tanzania and Kenya

masjid (Islam) place for ritual prostration; mosque
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matrimony (Christianity) sacrament; the joining of a man
and woman in marriage

matsuri (Shinto) Shinto festivals
meng-wei (Taoism) covenant
Messiah (Christianity) the “anointed one,” Jesus

Midrash (Judaism) commentary on the Scriptures, both
Halakhic (legal) and Aggadic (narrative), originally

in the form of sermons or lectures

mihrab (Islam) niche in mosque indicating the direction
of Mecca

miko (Shinto) female medium or shaman
millet (Islam) protected religious community
minbar (Islam) raised platform in mosque; pulpit

ming (Taoism) destiny; the realities of a person’s exter-

nal life

Ming dynasty (Taoism) dynasty that ruled China from
1368 to 1644

Mishnah (Judaism) collection of the Oral Torah, or
commentary on the Torah, first compiled in the sec-
ond and third centuries C.E.

moksha (Hinduism) liberation from the cycle of birth
and death

moksha (Jainism) nirvana; enlightenment achieved when
practitioners purify themselves of all karma so that
they will not be reborn

Mongols (Taoism) originally nomadic people who estab-
lished the Yiian dynasty in China in the thirteenth

Century

muhapatti (Jainism) mouth guard worn by some
renouncers to avoid harming insects and air beings

muni (Jainism) a Digambara monk who wears no cloth-
ing

Murtipujak (Jainism) a Shvetambara subsect that wor-
ships by means of images

Mwari (African Traditional Religions) a creator god wor-
shiped in the southern African countries of
Zimbabwe and Botswana

nam (Sikhism) the divine name

Namaskar Mantra (Jainism) the preeminent mantra that
all Jains know and recite

negi (Shinto) senior Shinto priest
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neisheng waiwang (Confucianism) “sage within and king
without”; phrase used to describe one who is both a
spiritual seeker and a social leader

nei-tan (Taoism) “Inner Alchemy”; the practice of spiri-
tual refinement through meditation

Nei-yeh (Taoism) “Inner Cultivation”; an early Taoist
text, likely a prototype for the well-known text Tao te
fbing

Neo-Confucianism (Taoism) Confucian teachings that

were turned into a sociopolitical orthodoxy in
China in the twelfth century

nigoda (Jainism) microscopic being

Nihon shoki (Shinto) eighth-century chronicle of
Japanese history

Nineteen Day Feast (Baha'i) a special meeting of the
Baha'i community held once every Bah4'i month,
with devotional, business, and social portions

nirvana (Buddhism) the absolute elimination of karma;
the absence of all states (the Sanskrit word literally
means “to blow out, to extinguish”)

norito (Shinto) Shinto liturgical prayers

Northern Sung dynasty (Taoism) dynasty that ruled China
until 1126; part of the Sung dynasty

“Northern Taoism” (Taoism) modern term for Taoist tra-
ditions (Ch'tian-chen and Lung-men) that stress
self-cultivation

odu (African Traditional Religions) poetic oral narratives
memorized by Ifa diviners and recited during divina-
tion

Oléduimare (African Traditional Religions) the Supreme
Being in the religion of the Yoruba people

oni (Shinto) demon

opele (African Traditional Religions) a divining chain used
in Ifa divination
ordination (Christianity) sacrament, in which a person is

invested with religious authority or takes holy orders

orisa (African Traditional Religions) in the Yoruba reli-
gious tradition, the pantheon of deities

Orthodox Judaism (Judaism) traditional Judaism, charac-
terized by strict observance of laws and rituals (the

Halakhah)
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Orthodoxy (Christianity) one of the main branches of
Christianity, with a lineage that derives from the
first-century apostolic churches; historically centered
in Constantinople (Istanbul), it includes a number
of autonomous national churches

Pahlavi (Zoroastrianism) middle Persian language of the
Sasanian period; also the name of an Iranian
dynasty (twentieth century)

pancha sila (Buddhism) five ethical precepts; the basic
ethical guidelines for the layperson

panth (Sikhism) path

parahom (Zoroastrianism) sacred drink prepared during
the yasna; a mixture of haoma and milk

Parsi (Zoroastrianism) member of a Zoroastrian group
living mainly in western India and centered around

Mumbai (Bombay)
Parvati (Hinduism) a goddess; the wife of the god Shiva

Paryushan (Jainism) yearly Shvetambara festival during
which the Kalpa Sutra is read and that ends in
atonement

Passover (Pesach) (Judaism) festival marking the deliver-
ance of the Israelites from Egyptian bondage

pati (Sikhism) the core of a person, including self-
respect

Pentecost (Christianity) seventh Sunday after Easter,
commemorating the descent of the Holy Spirit on
the apostles

Pentecostalism (Christianity) movement that emphasizes
grace, expressive worship, evangelism, and spiritual
gifts such as speaking in tongues and healing

People of the Book (Islam) Jews and Christians, who
Muslims believe received divine revelations in the

Torah and Gospels, respectively

Petrine primacy (Christianity) view that, as the successor
to Peter, the bishop of Rome (pope) is supreme

prajna (Buddhism) wisdom

preshyterianism (Christianity) governance by a presbytery,
an assembly of local clergy and lay representatives

Prophets (Nevi'im) (Judaism) second of the three parts of
the Tanakh, made up of the books of 7 major and
12 minor prophets

Protestantism (Christianity) one of the main branches of
Christianity, originating in the sixteenth-century
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Reformation; rejecting the authority of the pope, it
emphasized the role of grace and the authority of
the Scriptures

puja (Jainism) rite of worship
puja (Buddhism) honor; worship
puja (Hinduism) religious rituals performed in the home

Purana (Hinduism) “Ancient Lore”; any of a set of
sacred texts known as the old narratives

Purvas (Jainism) oldest scriptures of Jainism, now lost

gadimi (Zoroastrianism) “old” Zoroastrian calendar,
which has New Year’s Day in late July; compare with

fasli

gi (Confucianism) matter-energy; life force pervading the
COSmMos

giblih (Bahd'i) “point of adoration”; the location
toward which Baha'{s face when saying their obliga-
tory prayer

rahit (Sikhism) code

Ramayana (Hinduism) “Story of Rama”; one of the two
Hindu epics

raspi (Zoroastrianism) assistant priest, who feeds the fire

during the yasna

reconciliation (Christianity) sacrament; the confession of
and absolution from sin

Reconstructionist Judaism (Judaism) movement founded
in the United States in the early twentieth century
by Mordecai M. Kaplan (I1881-1983) that holds
Judaism to be not only a religion but also a dynamic
“civilization” embracing art, music, literature, cul-
ture, and folkways

Reform Judaism (Judaism) movement originating in early
nineteenth-century Germany that adapted the rituals
and liturgy of Judaism to accommodate modern
social, political, and cultural developments; some-
times called Liberal Judaism

ren (Confucianism) humaneness; benevolence
renyu (Confucianism) human desires

renzheng (Confucianism) humane government
riba (Islam) usury

Roman Catholicism (Christianity) one of the main branch-
es of Christianity, tracing its origins to the apostle
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Peter; centered in Rome, it tends to be uniform in
organization, doctrines, and rituals

Rosh Hashanah (Judaism) Jewish New Year; also known
as the Day of Judgment, it is a time of penitence

sacrament (Christianity) any rite thought to have origi-
nated with or to have been sanctioned by Jesus as a
sign of grace

sacramental (Christianity) devotional action or object

sadagah (Islam) almsgiving for the poor, for thanksgiv-
ing, or to ward off danger

sadre (Zoroastrianism) sacred shirt; a thin, white, cotton
garment worn that is worn under clothes and
should never be removed

salat (Islam) prayer or worship; second pillar
sallekhana (Jainism) ritual fasting until death

salvation (Christianity) deliverance from sin and its con-
sequences

samadhi (Hinduism) the final state of absorption into,
and union with, the divine

samsara (Buddhism) the cyclical nature of the cosmos;
rebirth

samsara (Hinduism) continuing rebirths; the cycle of life
and death

samsara (Jainism) the cycle of reincarnation

samudaya (Buddhism) arising (of suffering); the second
noble Truth

sanatana dharma (Hinduism) “eternal dharma”; in the
Dharma Sastras, virtues common to all human beings;
also, a word used to denote Hinduism in general
after the nineteenth century

sangat (Sikhism) holy fellowship; a congregation
sangha (Buddhism) community of monks

Sanhedrin (Judaism) supreme religious body of ancient
Judaism, disbanded by the Romans early in the fifth
century C.E.

sansar (Sikhism) rebirth; transmigration

Sanskrit (Hinduism) a classical language and part of the
Indo-European language family; the language of

ancient India

Sasanian dynasty (Zoroastrianism) dynasty that ruled Iran
from 224 to 651 CE.
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sati (Jainism) virtuous woman; a chaste wife or a nun

Sephardim (Judaism) Jews of Spain and Portugal and
their descendants, most of whom, in the wake of
expulsion in 1492, settled in the Ottoman Empire
and in North Africa; in the early seventeenth centu-
ry small groups of descendants of Jews who had
remained on the Iberian Penin

shabad (Sikhism) the divine word

Shabuoth (Feast of Weeks) (Judaism) originally a harvest
festival, now observed in commemoration of the
giving of the Torah to the Israelites

shahadah (Islam) declaration of faith; first pillar

shakti (Hinduism) energy or power, frequently used for
the power of the Goddess; also a name for a mani-
festation of the Goddess

shan (Taoism) goodness

Shang-ch’ing (Taoism) “Supreme Clarity”; a tradition
involving visualization meditation

Shariah (Islam) Islamic law
shen (Taoism) spirit; spiritual consciousness
shen-hsien (Taoism) spiritual transcendence

Shiite (Islam) member of second-largest Muslim sect,
believing in the hereditary succession of Ali, the
cousin and son-in-law of Muhammad, to lead the
community

shinjin goitsu (Shinto) the essential identity of kami and
humans

shintai (Shinto) the “body” of a kami, the object into
which it descends following a ritual summons

Shiva (Hinduism) “the auspicious one”; a term for the
supreme being; one of the most important deities in
the Hindu tradition

shramana (Buddhism) wanderer

Shvetambara (Jainism) wearing white; sect of Jainism,
largely based in northwestern India, in which monks
and nuns wear white clothing

sikh (Sikhism) learner

Sikh Panth (Sikhism) the Sikh community

Sikh Rahit Maryada (Sikhism) Sikh Code of Conduct
sila (Buddhism) ethics; morality

Singh (Sikhism) male surname meaning Lion
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smriti (Hinduism) “remembered”; a set of sacred compo-
sitions that includes the two epics, the Puranas, and
the Dhbarma Sastras

“Southern Taoism” (Taoism) modern term for the Chengi
Taoist tradition that survives mainly in Taiwan and
along China’s southeast coast; it stresses public litur-
gies such as chiao rather than self-cultivation

Spenta Mainyu (Zoroastrianism) primordial good spirit,
twin of Angra Mainyu

sruti (Hinduism) “that which is heard”; a set of sacred
compositions more popularly known as the Vedas

Sthanakwasi (Jainism) Shvetambara aniconic subsect
Sufi (Islam) mystic

Sung dynasty (Taoism) dynasty that ruled China from
960 to 1279

sunnah (Islam) example of Muhammad

Sunni (Islam) member of largest Muslim sect, holding
that the successor (caliph) to Muhammad as leader
Of the Community Should be elected

surah (Islam) chapter of the Koran

svastika (Jainism) well-being; symbol representing the
four realms into which souls are reincarnated, the
three jewels, the abode of enlightened beings, and
the enlightened beings themselves

swami (Hinduism) “master”; a charismatic teacher

T'ai-ch’ing (Taoism) “Great Clarity”; a tradition involy-
ing ritual alchemy

t'ai-p’ing (Taoism) grand tranquillity; a classical Chinese
term for peace and harmony throughout the world;
the most common Taoist political ideal

T'ai-p’ing ching (Taoism) “Scripture of Grand
Tranquillity,” an important early Taoist text

T'ang dynasty (Taoism) dynasty that ruled China from
618 to 907 C.E.

tien-shih (Taoism) celestial master; historical title for
certain eminent Taoists, especially figures related to

Chang Tao-ling

Talmud (Judaism) also known as the Gemara, a running
commentary on the Mishnah written by rabbis
(called amoraim, or “explainers”) from the third to
the fifth centuries C.E. in Palestine and Babylonia;
the
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Tamil (Hinduism) a classical language of southern India
that is still spoken

Tanakh (Judaism) anagram for Jewish Scriptures, com-
prising the Torah, Prophets, and Writings

Tantra (Hinduism) literally “loom” or “to stretch”;
generic name given to varied philosophies and ritu-
als that frequently involve mantras, meditation on
mandalas, or forms of yoga, leading to a liberating
knowledge and experience

Tao (Taoism) classical Chinese term for any school’s
ideals and practices; among Taoists a term generally
used to suggest the highest dimensions of reality,
which can be attained by practitioners of traditional
spiritual practices

tao (also dao) (Confucianism) “the way”; the Confucian
life path

Tao te ching (Taoism) classical Taoist text; also known as
the Lao~tzu

Tao-chiao (Taoism) the teachings of the Tao; the Taoist’s
name for their religion

Taoism (Taoism) Tao-chiao; a Chinese religious tradition
that emphasizes personal transformation and inte-
gration with the unseen forces of the universe

tao-shih (Taoism) Taoist priest or priestess; a person rec-
ognized by the Taoist community as having mastered
a specific body of sacred knowledge and the proper
skills and dedication necessary to put that knowledge
into effect for the sake of the community

Tao-tsang (Taoism) today’s library of Taoist literature

tap (tapas, tapasya) (Jainism) austerities performed to
purify the soul of karma

tattva (Jainism) any of the nine realities that character-
ize the universe and that include souls (jivas), matter
(ajiva), matter coming in contact with souls (ashrava),
the binding of karma and the soul (bandha), benefi-
cial karma (punya), harmtul karma (papa), inhibiting
the influx of karma (samvara), purifying the soul of
karma (nirjara), and liberation (moksha, or nirvana)

Tattvartha Sutra (Jainism) the only Jain scripture shared
by both Shvetambaras and Digambaras, composed
by Umasvati in c. 300 C.E.

tawhid (Islam) oneness, or unity, of God; monotheism

Terapanthi (Jainism) Shvetambara aniconic subsect that
has only one acharya
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Theravada (sometimes called Southern Buddhism)
(Buddhism) one of two major schools of Buddhism
practiced mainly in Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar

[Burma], Sri Lanka, and Thailand; evolved from the
Sthavira (Elders)

Three Bonds (Confucianism) obedience of subject to
ruler, child to parent, and wife to husband

three jewels (Jainism) right faith, right understanding,
and right conduct

Three Refuges, or Triple Gem (Buddhism) the Buddha, the

dharma, and the sangha; the taking of the Three
Refuges is a basic rite of passage in Buddhism

Tian (Confucianism) “Heaven”; entity believed to repre-
sent cosmic and moral order

tianli (Confucianism) ultimate, Heaven-rooted cosmic
ordering principle permeating all phenomena

tianming (Confucianism) Mandate of Heaven

Torah (Pentatuch or Law) (Judaism) first division of the
Tanakh, constituting the five books of Moses

torii (Shinto) gate marking the entrance to the grounds
of a Shinto shrine

Trinity (Christianity) God as consisting of three
persons—the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit

tripitaka (Pali, tipitaka) (Buddhism) three baskets, or three
sets; the Tripitaka (Pali, Tipitaka), a collection of
the Buddha’s teachings—the Vinaya (Discipline), the
Dharma (Doctrine), and the Abhidharma (Pali,
Abhidhamma; Advanced Doctrine—forms the basis
of the Buddhist canon

ubasoku, or hijiri (Shinto) mountain ascetics and holy
men

ulama (Islam) religious leader or scholar

ummah (Islam) the transnational community of follow-
ers of Islam

Uniate (Christianity) any group observing Eastern rites
but recognizing the authority of the pope

Universal House of Justice (Baha'i) the supreme governing
body of the worldwide Bah4'i community

upadesa (Hinduism) the sacred teaching

Upanishad (Hinduism) any of the Hindu sacred texts
composed in about the sixth century B.C.E.; generally
considered to be the “last” and philosophically the
most important part of the Vedas
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upaya (Buddhism) the concept of skillful means

Vaishnava (Hinduism) a member of a group of people
devoted to Vishnu; also used to describe an object
or an institution devoted to Vishnu

Vajrayana, or Tantra (Buddhism) a school of Mahayana
Buddhism

vak (Sikhism) divine command

varna (Hinduism) literally “color”; the social class into
which a person is born

varna-ashrama dharma (Hinduism) the behavior recom-
mended for each class and each stage of life

Veda (Hinduism) literally “knowledge”; any of a set of
compositions dating from the second millennium
B.C.E. that is the highest scriptural authority for
many educated Hindus

Vedanta (Hinduism) a philosophical school within
Hinduism

Vishnu (Hinduism) literally “all-pervasive”; a term for
the supreme being; one of the most important
deities in the Hindu tradition; his incarnations
include Rama and Krishna

wai-tan (Taoism) alchemy; a process of self-perfection
involving the preparation of spiritualized substances
called tan (elixirs)

wali (Islam) friend of God; Sufi saint

Wheel of the Dharma (Buddhism) visual symbol represent-
ing the Buddha’s preaching his first sermon and also,
with its eight spokes, Buddhism’s Eightfold Path
Yogacara, or Consciousness-Only school of

Buddhism

Writings (Ketuvim or Hagiographa) (Judaism) third division
of the Tanakh, including the Psalms and other

works said to have be written under holy guidance

wu-wei (Taoism) nonaction; in the Tao te ching, a behav-
ioral ideal of trusting the world’s natural processes
instead of one’s own activity

wudu (Islam) ablution before worship

xin (Confucianism) heart-mind; human organ of moral
evaluation

xing (Confucianism) inner human nature
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Xinxue (Confucianism) “study of mind”; Neo-Confucian
philosophical movement

ya Baha ul-abha (Bah&'i) “O Glory of the Most
Glorious”; a form of the greatest name of God

Yasht (Zoroastrianism) one of a group of hymns to
Iranian deities

yasna (Zoroastrianism) main Zoroastrian ritual; also the
name of the main liturgical text, which is recited
during the ritual

yazata (Zoroastrianism) any of a number of Zoroastrian
divinities, the two most important of which are

Mithra and the river goddess Anahita
yi (Confucianism) rightness; to act justly

yoga (Hinduism) physical and mental discipline by
which one “yokes” one’s spirit to a god; more gener-
ally, any path that leads to final emancipation

Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement) (Judaism) end of 10 days
of penitence that begin with Rosh Hashana; the
most holy of Jewish days

Yoruba (African Traditional Religions) an ethnic group
residing in Nigeria and parts of Benin and Togo

yuga (Hinduism) in Hindu cosmology, any of four ages
into which each cycle of time is divided

yuitsu genpon sogen shintd (Shinto) “unique original

essence Shinto”

zakat (Islam) purification; tithe or almsgiving; third
pillar

zaotar (Zoroastrianism) priest

Zardushti (Zoroastrianism) name for the Zoroastrian tra-
dition in Iran

Zoroaster (Zoroastrianism) founder of the Zoroastrian
tradition; his Iranian name is Zarathustra

Zoroastrianism (Zoroastrianism) religion of pre-Islamic
Iran; now represented by two communities, Parsi

(Indian) and Zardushti (Iranian)
zot (Zoroastrianism) chief priest who performs the yasna

Zulu (African Traditional Religions) a large ethnic group
in South Africa
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African Traditional

FOUNDED: 200,000-100,000 B.C.E.

RELIGION AS A PERCENTAGE OF
WORLD POPULATION: 1.3 percent

OVERVIEW Africa, the place of origin of all humankind,
is divided into numerous political and cultural regions,
reflecting its diverse range of histories, ethnicities, lan-
guages, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors. Its various in-
digenous spiritual systems, usually called African tradi-
tional religions, are many. Every ethnic group in Africa
has developed a complex and distinctive set of religious
beliefs and practices. Despite their seemingly unrelated
aspects, there are common features to these systems,
suggesting that African traditional faiths form a cohe-
sive religious tradition.

Africans are a deeply spiritual people. Their tradi-
tional religions, however, are perhaps the least under-
stood facet of African life. Although historically non-
Africans have emphasized the multiple deities and an-
cestral spirits in African traditional religions, there are
other notable features. For example, African cosmogony
posits the existence of a Supreme Being who created the
universe and everything in it. African myths frequently
describe numerous lesser deities who assist the Supreme
Being while performing diverse functions in the created
world. Spirits may be divided into human spirits and na-
ture spirits. Each has a life force devoid of physical
form. Individuals who have died, usually ancestors in
particular lineages, are the human spirits. These spirits
play a role in community affairs and ensure a link be-
tween each clan and the spirit world. Natural objects,
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such as rivers, mountains, trees, and the Sun (as well as
forces such as wind and rain), represent the nature spir-
its. Africans integrate this religious worldview into every
aspect of life.

Although a large proportion of Africans have con-
verted to Islam and Christianity, these two world reli-
gions have been assimilated into African culture, and
many African Christians and Muslims maintain tradi-
tional spiritual beliefs. Furthermore, African cultural
practices contain elements of indigenous religion. Thus,
traditional African cosmologies and beliefs continue to
exert significant influence on Africans today.

HISTORY African indigenous religions are timeless, be-
ginning with the origin of human civilization on the
continent, perhaps as early as 200,000 B.C.E., when the
species Homo sapiens is believed to have emerged. Because
they date back to prehistoric times, little has been writ-
ten about their history. These religions have evolved and
spread slowly for millennia; stories about gods, spirits,
and ancestors have passed from one generation to an-
other in oral mythology. Practitioners of traditional reli-
gions understand the founders of their religions to be
God or the gods themselves, the same beings who creat-
ed the universe and everything in it. Thus, religious
founders are described in creation stories.

For indigenous African peoples “history” often re-
fers to accounts of events as narrated in stories, myths,
legends, and songs. Myth and oral history are integral
elements of their culture. Such history, however, can be
difficult to cross-reference with historical world events.
Nevertheless, the truths and myths conveyed through an
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GYE NYAME. This Ghanaian Adinkra symbol
means “except for God” and symbolizes the
supremacy of God. The symbol can be found
throughout Ghana. It is the most popular for decora-
tion and can often be seen printed on cloth or

stamped on pottery. (THomMsoN GALE)

oral culture may be as authentic as those communicated
through the written word. Evidence such as archaeologi-
cal finds, carbon dating, and DNA has corroborated
certain elements contained in African myths, legends,
and narratives.

Over the years African traditional religions have in-
creased and diminished in regional importance accord-
ing to social and political changes. One of the biggest
influences on African traditional religions has been out-
side cultures. In particular, both Islam and Christianity
have affected the practice of African traditional reli-
gions. Christianity, the first world religion to appear on
the continent, was taken there in about the first century
C.E., spreading across North Africa. It was overtaken in
the region by Islam in the seventh century—frequently
by military incursion, commercial trading, and the non-
violent missionary efforts of merchants. Persian and
Arab merchants introduced Islam in East Africa by trad-
ing in coastal towns up and down the eastern seaboard.
Islam was readily adapted in many instances because of
its compatibility, or at least tolerance of, traditional Af-
rican religions. By the 1700s Islam had diversified and

grown popular.

In the fifteenth century Christian missionaries be-
came the first wave of Europeans to invade and occupy
African lands. They relied on the backing of European

medicinal remedies and colonial military power. By

using local languages and converting Africans from their
ancestral religions to Christianity, missionaries paved
the way for early modernization and Western colonial-
ism. Western colonialists negotiated and drafted treaties
with African leaders, stripping Africans of their lands,
depopulating the countryside, destabilizing their econo-
mies, overturning political rule, and uprooting cultural
and lineage continuity. By the 1900s Christianity was
tirmly entrenched in most of Africa.

Today Muslims worship throughout much of Afri-
ca. The success of Islam is partially a result of its contin-
ued toleration of traditional beliefs and practices—or
at least its allowance of indigenous beliefs to adapt to
a form compatible with Islam. At the end of the twenti-
eth century, Islam spread into areas such as Rwanda,
where the trauma of civil war, ethnic violence, and geno-
cide implicated Christianity and left Islam with a repu-
tation for being on a higher moral level. On the other
hand, in predominantly Muslim states such as the
Sudan, Islamic fundamentalists and pro-Arab Sudanese
have been implicated in the oppression and slavery of
millions of Sudanese Christians and ethnic minorities.

The rapid spread of Pentecostal Christianity and
fundamentalist Islam has greatly affected the role of in-
digenous religion in African society. African traditional
religions have creatively responded to this religious on-
slaught by formulating new ways of survival, such as de-
veloping literature, institutionalizing the traditions, es-
tablishing associations of priests, and creating schools
for the training of its priests. Moreover, they have also
extended outward and influenced global culture, espe-
cially in African diaspora communities. From the 1500s
to the 1900s the transatlantic slave trade took African
religions to the Americas and the Caribbean. Contact
with Catholicism in Brazil, Cuba, and Haiti produced
new forms of religious syncretism called Candomblé,
Santeria, and Vodun. Since the 1980s the religions of
African immigrants have influenced American culture.
A new wave of conversion to indigenous African tradi-
tions has been noticeable in the United States, especially
among African Americans. New forms of Yoruba reli-
gion have been emerging that are quite different from
the Yoruba orisa traditions in Nigeria. These forms have
introduced African healing practices among the black
population of the United States. There are a number of
West African babalawos (diviners) of African origin prac-
ticing in major American urban centers, such as Atlanta,

Miami, and New York City.
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A malefetiskist carrying gear on bis back at a Vodun ritual in Benin in western Africa. © DANIEL LAINE/CORBIS.

The interaction between Western and traditional
African religious traditions has influenced religious in-
novations in Africa, such as African Initiated Churches
and Islamic mystical traditions (Sufism). As a result,
Islam and Christianity have become Africanized on the
continent, significantly changing the practice of the two
traditions and leading to a distinct African expression
of them.

CENTRAL DOCTRINES Unlike other world faiths, Afri-
can traditional religions have no predominant doctrinal
teachings. Rather, they have certain vital elements that
function as core beliefs. Among these beliefs are origin
myths, the presence of deities, ancestor veneration, and
divination. African cosmology (explanation of the na-
ture of the universe) tends to assert that there is a Su-
preme God who is helped by a number of lesser deities.
Spirits are the connection between the living and the in-
visible worlds. Anyone can communicate with the spir-
its, but priests, priestesses, prophets, and diviners have
more direct access to invisible arenas of the world.

In African traditional religions the sense of time is
often described in cyclical rather than linear imagery. In

the cosmology of the Dagara (an ethnic group in the
Niger region of West Africa), for instance, the wheel
or circle represents the cyclical nature of life as well as
of the Earth. The wheel contains everything found on
Earth. According to the Yoruba (an ethnic group from
Nigeria), the life force that pervades all phenomena ex-
ists in an eternal cycle of complex interactions between
cosmic domains; these interactions should always re-
main in balance. In African traditional religions the cos-
mogony (theory of the origin of the universe) usually
describes humans appearing near the end of creation. In
many creation stories God is likened to a potter who
creates humans out of clay and then pours the breath
of life into them.

African religions rely on the memory of oral stories.
Thus, doctrine tends to be more flexible than it is in
text-based religions, and it changes according to the im-
mediate needs of religious followers. African traditional
religions are a communal endeavor, and it is not re-
quired that an individual believe in every element. As in
any democratic system, individuals may participate in
ways that benefit their interests, their community roles,
or their status as religious leaders. Because religion per-
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A group of Vodun initiates perform a ceremony with a doll inside a kapame, a secret ritual enclosure, near Lome, Togo. © CAROLINE PENN/CORBIS.

meates all aspects of a traditional African culture, if an
individual rejects the culture’s religion, he or she may
become isolated from family, friends, and the communi-
ty.

Narratives about the creation of the universe (cos-
mogony) and the nature and structure of the world (cos-
mology) form the core philosophy of African religions.
These narratives are conveyed in a linguistic form that
scholars often refer to as myth. The term “myth” in Af-
rican religions means sacred stories that are believed to
be true by those who hold to them. To the African peo-
ple who espouse them, myths reveal significant events
and episodes of the most profound and transcendent
meaning. They are not fixed, because accounts may vary
from generation to generation or even among individu-
als who tell these stories. Myths do, however, retain sim-
ilar structures and purposes: to describe the way things
were at the beginning of time and to explain the cosmic
order. They generally involve superhuman entities, gods,

demigods, spirits, and ancestors.
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The notion that myth is nonrational and unscientif-
ic, while history is critical and rational, is not always ac-
curate, nor does it represent the outlook of practitioners
of traditional religions. Many African myths deal with
events that devotees consider as authentic and “real” or
as symbolic expressions of historical events. Further-
more, scholars today assert that the supposedly accurate
records of missionaries, colonial administrators, and the
indigenous elite were susceptible to distortion. The fact
that myths have endured for generations gives them
their authority. Each generation expresses and reinter-
prets the myths, making the events revealed in them rele-
vant to contemporary conditions.

African cosmogonic narratives explain how the
world was put into place by a divine personality, usually
the Supreme God in collaboration with lesser supernat-
ural beings who act on his behalf or aid in the creative
process. In several cultures a supreme deity performs
creation through mere thought processes. In other cases
the Supreme Being instructs lesser deities on how to
create by providing them with materials to undertake
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A fztisb that the tribespeople of the Belgian Congo believe wards off illness.
© BETTMANN/CORBIS.

the process. For instance, the Yoruba believe that the
Supreme Being, Olédumare, designated the orisa (dei-
ties) responsible for creating the universe. In the cre-
ation story of the Abaluhya of Kenya, the Supreme
Being, called Wele Xakaba, created the universe in a
manner that resembles the seven-day creation of the
world by God in the Bible, with the seventh day being
a time of rest. There are myths that say the world was

created out of an existing abyss or a watery universe un-

inhabited by animate beings. In African cosmological
narratives creation is always portrayed as a complex pro-
cess, whether the universe is said to have evolved from
preexisting matter or from divine thought.

The Fon of Benin, in western Africa, and their
neighbors, the Yoruba of Nigeria, share many elements
of a highly intricate cosmology. They worship a number
of the same deities—including Sango, god of thunder
and lightning; Ogt’m, god of war and iron; Est, messen-
ger of the gods; and Ifa, the god of divination. The
names given to the specific deities in Benin may vary
slightly from those of the Yoruba. There are similar mo-
tifs in the cosmological narratives of both cultures,
though the Fon narratives are more complex than the

Yoruba’s.

In the Fon creation myth the Supreme Being,
Mawu, is of indeterminate gender. Mawu 1s sometimes
female and sometimes male. Mawu is often associated
with a partner, Lisa. In one version of Fon cosmogony
Nana Buluku, a creator god, gives birth to Mawu and
Lisa. As a female, Mawu is associated with the Moon
and has power over the nighttime and the western uni-
verse. Lisa, as the male, commands the Sun and occupies
the eastern universe. These twin creators give birth to
another set of twin deities, who in turn beget seven pairs
of twin oftspring. Therefore, twins are esteemed in Fon
culture. Mawu-Lisa once gathered their children togeth-
er to distribute what they owned among them. To the
most senior set of twins Mawu-Lisa bestowed authority
to rule the Earth. Another set, “Twins of Storm,” re-
tained authority to govern thunder and lightening. Rep-
resenting iron and metal, the most powerful pair main-
tained jurisdiction over the manufacture of iron
implements such as knives, hoes, arrows, and, beginning
in the twentieth century, guns and automobiles. Accord-
ing the mythology, these twin gods took command of
vital functions in developing the Fon economy: cultivat-
ing land for agriculture, building roads and paths, manu-
facturing tools, and improving weapons of war, farming,
and hunting.

Mawu-Lisa positioned human beings in the region
between the sky and the underworld, commanding hu-
mans to dwell there and to return to his own abode after
a specified number of years. Mawu-Lisa also created
spirits and deities, bestowing upon each a special “eso-
teric” ritual language through which they communicate
among themselves. By ministering to deities and humans
in liturgical worship, the clergy learn these rituals and
languages. In this narrative Legba (messenger of the Su-
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Glossary

Abaluhya an ethnic group in Kenya

babalawo a divination specialist in Yoruba culture
Baganda the largest ethnic group in Uganda
Bambara an ethnic group in Mali

Bantu a large group of languages spoken in central,
eastern, and southern Africa

Ba Kongo a group of Bantu-speaking peoples who
largely reside in Congo (Brazzaville), Congo
(Kinshasa), and Angola

Ba Thonga a group of Bantu-speaking peoples who
live in the southern African countries of
Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Swaziland, and South
Africa

cosmogony a theory about the creation of the uni-
verse

cosmology an explanation of the nature of the uni-
verse

Dagara an ethnic group of the Niger region of west-
ern Africa

divination any of various methods of accessing
sacred knowledge of the deities; it often involves
interpreting signs

Edo an ethnic group of southern Nigeria

Fang an ethnic group of west-central Africa
Fon an ethnic group of Benin

Ifa a form of divination that originated in West
Africa

Igho an ethnic group of Nigeria
Kaguru an ethnic group in Tanzania

Lupupa a subgroup of the Basongye, an ethnic group
of Congo (Kinshasa)

Manyika an ethnic group of the southern African
countries of Zimbabwe and Mozambique

Masai a nomadic people who inhabit Tanzania and
Kenya

Mwari a creator god worshiped in the southern
African countries of Zimbabwe and Botswana

odu poetic oral narratives memorized by /fa diviners
and recited during divination

Olédumare the Supreme Being in the religion of the
Yoruba people

opele a divining chain used in /fa divination

orisa in the Yoruba religious tradition, the pantheon
of deities

Yoruba an ethnic group residing in Nigeria and parts
of Benin and Togo

Zulu a large ethnic group in South Africa

preme Being and other gods) gained knowledge of all
sacred languages of the divinities, enabling himself to
initiate communication among other deities.

That other West African cultures have similar cre-
ation myths and ensuing social traditions is evidence of
influence between cultures. The Winye of Burkina Faso
center their creation myth on female and male twins,
whom the Supreme God sent as primordial parents to
establish human life in the created world. Their rebel-
lious behavior, however, caused dismay; they resorted to
acts of sorcery and refused to submit to the natural suc-
cession of generations. The female twin held back her
own offspring for a year; after she finally gave birth, the
children—twins themselves—rebelled against their par-
ents by establishing themselves as an autonomous pair.
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Recognizing the superiority of their own children, the
parents pledged to obey them, and they sacrificed a goat
in acknowledgment. The story conveys the division and
crisis between two generations; through sacrifice, order
is restored. This myth acknowledges the importance of
primordial beings and their innate procreative powers,
which ultimately benefit civilization. Several other Afri-
can cosmologies are also characterized by an emphasis
on primordial disorder, conflict, or chaos. Though such
disorder at first comprises “negative” forces, ultimately
it becomes the source of a workable social universe.

In some traditional African cosmologies primordial
divinities have a dispute in which subordinate gods must
take sides. While the Supreme God serves as the adjudi-

cator in such conflicts, one demigod eventually takes



AFRICAN TRADITIONAL RELIGIONS

command over the others. Such myths of conflict often
provide humanity with unwritten guidelines for estab-
lishing institutions of morality, ethics, and behavior.

Some African societies have creation myths that
correlate with their social and political organization. An
example is the northern Yatenga society (of western Af-
rica). The Nioniosse “rose up” from the underworld,
and the Foulse descended from the sky. The Nioniosse
command the “cult of the earth” and other rites relating
to fertility, and the Foulse command the reigning mon-
archy, personnel, chiefs, and kings. The two comple-
mentary realms represent the world’s governance and ag-
ricultural life. This myth gives credence to the
importance of the underworld as the sphere that nour-
ishes human life. Unlike Western myth, which seems
partial to the reign of sky beings and portrays heaven
as the abode of the Supreme Being, many African cos-
mologies consider the sky and the earth as equally sig-
nificant spheres through which the divine create an en-
chanted universe.

African cosmogonic myths, which explain the ori-
gins of the universe, contain a people’s conception of
superhuman beings—the Supreme Being, the divinities,
the demigods, and the spirits that operate in the created
world. The African pantheon of gods, goddesses, spirits,
and other superhuman beings is difficult for outside ob-
servers to comprehend. Deities are varied in number and
complex in character. In most places in the African
world it is believed that the supernatural and the natural
realms interact. The lives of gods and humans become
entangled through daily experiences. The gods and god-
desses often populate the expression of core community
beliefs, and people make frequent and daily references
to them. Deities inhabit a world primarily created for
humans, and they exercise tremendous influence over
day-to-day human affairs. Because the spirits inhabit the
natural world, no practical distinction exists between the
natural and the supernatural world.

The pantheon of deities is often given a collective
name; for the Yoruba of Nigeria it is orisa, and for the
Baganda of Uganda it is balubaale. The intricate myths
and legends describing African deities provide ample ev-
idence of their habits, functions, powers, activities, sta-
tus, and influence. In several traditions myth portrays
the divinities as anthropomorphic beings who share
many characteristics with humans. They can speak, they
are visible, and they endure punishments and rewards.
Yet they are unlike humans in that they are immortal,
superhuman, and transcendent.

The most significant superhuman being is the Su-
preme God, who represents universality and greatness.
The myths of many African cultures describe the Su-
preme God’s global significance and place him or her
high above the other deities in the pantheon‘ At times
supreme gods are understood to be females and males
who complement each other as husband and wife or
brother and sister, similar to Mawu-Lisa in the religion
of the Fon of Benin. In some cultures the pair’s kinship

bond may signify the unity of divine energy.
Although the Supreme God is a creator god, the

work of creating the universe, especially when such acts
entail physical labor, is often delegated to subordinates
who act according to the Supreme God’s instructions.
The Supreme God may also be seen as a divine principle
embodying the idea of life abundance and the blessings
of human procreation and agricultural fertility. In many
myths the Supreme God, after creating the universe,
withdraws to a comfortable distance and delegates the
affairs of the universe to lesser divinities. Some African
groups have cults dedicated to the Supreme Being, but
in general the creator does not have a special cult of dev-
otees. This is because he occupies the realm beyond the
physical abode of humans and thus remains outside
their immediate influence. In some southern African re-
ligious groups, however, the Supreme God is not con-
sidered to be remote. A classic example is the regional
cult of Mwari (a creator god) in western Zimbabwe and
eastern Botswana. Members of the Mwari cult engage
primarily in rituals that are intended to influence the
economy and maintain environmental balances.

Many Africans practice ancestor veneration. Ances-
tors are generally the deceased elders (of either gender)
who have passed from the realm of the living to that
of the superhuman. They retain membership in their
family, community, clan, and kin groups. Beliefs and
practices of ancestor worship vary according to the local
culture and religious traditions. For example, for the
Komo of Congo (Kinshasa) the ancestors play a role
equally prominent to that of deities. They serve as
guardians of the living, and they pass down the various
Komo rituals. In some other groups notions of ancestors
are more expansive and may include various categories
of human spirits; in others ancestors include spirits of
deceased children. For the Ba Thonga people of south-
ern Africa, among whom the ancestral system is well de-
veloped, ideas and ritual practices relating to the cult of
the dead are central aspects of community life.
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Communities in the Congo, like many other Afri-
can cultures, often view kinship, lineage, chieftaincy, and
elderhood as factors that unite the ancestors with the
living. For example, in the Ba Kongo (a group of peoples
who live in the Congo and Angola) and Kaguru (an eth-
nic group of Tanzania) societies, the elders are closest
to the ancestors, and they wield much influence on how
to consult and propitiate them. The elders determine
what displeases the ancestors, whom to blame for the
ancestors’ displeasure with the living, and who will in-
terpret the ancestors’ will. Ancestors maintain a strong
moral authority over the living; the elders speak for the
ancestors when they intervene in and resolve conflicts.
Ancestral propitiation takes many forms in Kaguru soci-
ety, including cleaning the graves of the deceased, pour-
ing libations of beer, and making offerings of flour or
tobacco. Crises call for more elaborate sacrifices, such
as the slaughter of chickens, goats, and sheep. In many
instances the Kaguru ancestors are approached commu-

nally.

Traditional African cultures have various standards
and restrictions for attaining ancestral status and spiritu-
ality, and at times even a child may become an ancestor.
There is no standard or widespread characteristic of an-
cestorhood, but the criteria used throughout Africa
share similarities. For instance, ancestors often attain
their status after they have received proper burial rituals.
Gender is a major factor in many traditional ancestral
cultures; males rather than females have tended to bene-
fit from ancestral ideology. The Manyika of Zimbabwe
bestow ancestor status only on males, and the status is
not necessarily associated with fatherhood; a childless
Manyika adult male who dies may become an ancestor
if a nephew includes him in his own ancestor cult. The
matrilineal agricultural people of central Zambia require
that males offer sacrifices to the ancestors on the right
side of a doorway, while females offer sacrifices on the
left. Certain sacred children may also become ancestors.
The Sukuma and Nyamwezi people of Tanzania believe
that twins are ancestors because multiple births indicate
an excess of fertility. Women retain exclusive rights to
direct any rituals related to twin ancestors, perhaps be-

cause they are responsible for their physical birth.

In the African cosmological vision death does not
cease or annihilate human life—it is merely the inevita-
ble transition to the next stage of life. It initiates the
process of attaining ancestorhood. Proper burial rites
and ceremonies ensure a peaceful passage. For the Bam-
bara of Mali a death causes great anxiety, confusion, and
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unpredictability. It is thought that the fortune of the de-
ceased and that of their descendants become equally vol-
atile and that the community is thus temporarily endan-
gered. The Bambara fear that the death of a lineage head
may disturb the entire lineage. The Yoruba believe that
the death of an elder who has worked diligently to pro-
vide unity and strength in the lineage causes the entire
household to become empty and devoid of cohesion.

In most African communities a deceased person
must be properly buried to become an ancestor. Proper
burial entails a performance of elaborate funeral ceremo-
nies by all members of the deceased’s descendants. In
addition, the deceased must have died a good death; Af-
ricans regard premature death that results from an acci-
dent or a “shameful disease” (such as smallpox, leprosy,
and AIDS) to be a dreadful death. Most significantly,
the deceased must have lived to an old age, meaning that
they will have possessed wisdom and experience. When
an elderly person dies, Africans traditionally avoid using
the word “death.” The Yoruba, for example, refer to a
traumatic event or death circuitously by using meta-
phors such as “the elephant has fallen” (erin wo) or “the
tiger is gone” (ekun lo). In avoiding the word “death,”
people uphold the belief that an individual is greater
than death itself.

The African understanding of immortality is tied
to remembrance after death. Thus, to have many chil-
dren who can preserve one’s memory is to secure one’s
immortality. Among some peoples of East Africa it is
thought that a person dies only if he or she has no one
to remember him or her.

In African traditional religions it is believed that an-
cestors sometimes experience what is generally referred
to as reincarnation. The ancestors are responsible for
perpetuating their lineage, not only by making possible
the procreation of the living members of the lineage but
also through rebirth. The Yoruba hold that children
born soon after the death of grandparents or parents are
reincarnated (if they are of the same sex as the deceased).
For instance, a gitl born after the death of a grandmoth-
er or mother is called Yetunde or Iyabo (“mother has
returned”), and a boy born after the death of a grandfa-
ther or father is called Babatunde (“father has re-
turned”). The Yoruba purport that such children nor-
mally show the traits and characteristics of the deceased.
While the Kaguru have no such generic naming system,
their naming patterns are closely associated with ances-
tral veneration. Newborns are said to come from the
place of the ancestors, not necessarily in actual physical
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rebirth but in terms of the particular qualities of the de-
ceased. Through divination every Kaguru infant is given
the name of the closest ancestor in time.

There is an apparent contradiction in the simulta-
neous belief in ancestor veneration and reincarnation.
How can the ancestors live in the underworld and at the
same time return to their lineage to live again? The reli-
gion of the Lupupan people of Congo (Kinshasa) illus-
trates how this belief is sustained in most African com-
munities. The Lupupans believe that the body (mbid:)
houses the spirit (kikudi) and that when death occurs, the
spirit leaves for elungu, a special land that the ancestors
inhabit. Wild pigs protect and guide elungu and run er-
rands for the ancestors. If the living maintain a cordial
relationship with the ancestors, one of the spirits returns
to be reborn into the lineage. In principle, an individu-
al's spirit can reside on Earth in another body three
times, after which the cycle is complete; that individual
may appear a fourth time as a fierce totemic animal, per-
haps a leopard. Rebirth of the deceased spirit occurs
through a grandchild (not a child, because the spirit
must skip a generation). Thus, newborn grandsons take
the name of their deceased grandfathers. Western no-
tions of the afterlife came to the Lupupans in the nine-
teenth century with the arrival of Christianity. The
Lupupans incorporated Christian ideas into their sys-
tems. While other traditional African societies may pos-
sess fewer elaborate details of reincarnation, several of
them hold the view that ancestors are born into their
lineage.

Another essential aspect of African traditional reli-
gion is divination, which devotees use to access the sa-
cred knowledge of the deities and the cosmos. The pro-
cess of divination allows the deities’ feelings and
messages to be revealed to humans. Individuals or
groups of people practice divination in order to discern
the meanings and consequences of past, present, and fu-
ture events. Various forms of divination exist in African
societies. Perhaps the most common is the appearance
of signs that the elders consider to have significant
meanings—for themselves, the people around them, the
family, the clan, or the village. For instance, howling
dogs signify the impending death of a relative. An in-
jured toe means that a visit will be dreadful. A nightmare
indicates the coming of an unpleasant event.

Evan Zuesse, a scholar of religious studies, suggests
that the Fon people of Benin practice three basic types
of divination: possession divination, wisdom (also called
instrumental or interpretive) divination, and intuitive
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divination. In possession divination a spirit possesses
the diviner or sacred objects. By contacting the supernat-
ural realm of spirits, gods, ancestors, or other divine be-
ings, the diviner attains a state of possession or shamanic
trance, usually through dancing and other ritual perfor-
mance. The spirit takes hold of the diviner and speaks
in spirit voices, which are interpreted by the diviner’s
assistants. In wisdom divination the client secks help
from a diviner, who uses certain divination instruments
to diagnose the cause of illness and prescribes appropri-
ate ritual sacrifices and medicine. Intuitive divination
uses the deep spiritual insight of the diviner, who has
great power to reveal issues and concerns of the client.

The Yoruba, a people of southwestern Nigeria,
practice perhaps the most complex African divinatory
process, a classic form of wisdom divination called Ifa,
discussed below under SACRED BOOKS. Ifa divina-
tion spread in West Africa between the Edo of the
Benin kingdom (now in southern Nigeria) and the Fon
of the Republic of Benin, as well as among the people
of African descent in the Caribbean, Brazil, and the
United States. In Ifa divination a client consults a divin-
er (babalawo), who throws a divining chain (opele) made
of nuts on a mat and then recites the message of the Ifa
deity who appears. Clients listen to the poetic recital and
identify aspects of it that relate to their problem. A pre-
cise response emerges through additional inquiry, and
the diviner prescribes appropriate sacrifices.

MORAL CODE OF CONDUCT Various African cultures
have developed intricate sets of ethical customs, rules,
and taboos. Many societies believe that their morals
originated with God and the ancestors and were im-
parted to humans as elements of God’s creation of the
world. These moral values are thus embedded in the re-
ligious ethos and cosmology. Because the gods and an-
cestors created the society’s ideals, people are highly re-
luctant to stray from them. The Igbo people of
Nigeria’s Owerri region traditionally believe that Al3,
goddess of Earth, together with Amadi6ha, god of thun-
der and lightning, oversee the essential aspects of village
life. As goddess of peace and mother of her people, Ala
provides and protects them, deriving her great strength
from the land. If offended, however, she can exhibit ex-
tremely violent reactions. Any crime is considered to de-
file the land and thus to offend Alj; violations include
incest, adultery, larceny, birthing abnormal children,
hostility, kidnaping, and murder.
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In most traditional African cultures morals are of
two classes—those that govern individual conduct and
those that govern social and community relations. Mor-
als that govern social conduct and community relations,
and thus protect the group, tend to be rigorous, because
the welfare of the group is highly valued. Fundamental
human rights are often seen as important not for the
sake of individuals but for the collective survival of the
group. Community morals govern the family unit, from
maternal and paternal relatives to extended families,
clans, and lineages. Family members must adhere to spe-
cific roles, privileges, and rights. Because they regulate
an infinitely larger number of relationships and personal
interactions, morals governing the community are com-
plex. To promote the welfare of communities, societies
have established taboos and consequences for breaking
them. Marriage to a close relative, incest, and disrespect
of property and life are taboo. It is forbidden in most
places for the young to disobey the elders. This is be-
cause Africans assume that respecting elders is a way of
acknowledging the wealth of their experiences, their
contributions to community growth, and that they are
close to the world of the ancestors.

Many African societies anchor their moral values on
belief in the ancestors, who are regarded as the ultimate
custodians of family mores. Breaking the laws of the
community offends the ancestors, who may wreak disas-
ter upon the offender and community as well. The an-
cestors often reward devotion to ancestral traditions by
bestow blessings upon members of their lineages.

Specific deities are ordained by the Supreme God
as custodians of rectitude. Og{m, for example, is the
Yoruba god of justice. The gods are concerned with
many issues in the day-to-day life of the people, includ-
ing their fertility, agricultural production, governance,
and health and well-being. The gods watch over a per-

, A
son’s values, morals, and sense of justice.

Although African religions have not embarked on
a systematic theology, the myths, rituals, and stories of
the gods and ancestors point to a profound statement
on moral justice. The gods and ancestors are guardians
of morality. They profess habits of truth, justice, hones-
ty, good character, and diligence. They reward good
deeds and punish bad deeds. A number of the traditions
talk about judgment, through which evil deeds are pun-
ished and good deeds are rewarded. Africans believe that
punishment may be communal or may pass from one
generation to another. Lineage or familial misfortune
signifies punishment for the past sins of members of the
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Sacred Kingship

African religious leaders include the sacred
kings and chiefs who often serve as both spiritual
and community leaders. Kingship is integral to
African belief systems for at least two reasons. First,
in the origin myths of several peoples, such as the
Baganda of Uganda and the Edo of Nigeria, the first
king or chief of the community was endowed with
the sacred power of the Supreme Deity. At times
rulers have been described as gods or as endowed
with God’s divinity. Second, the physical well-being
of a king reflects the well-being of his people,
including their agricultural and hunting life. Indeed,
in ancient African kingdoms, whenever the power of
the king waned, he committed suicide to save the
community.

In modern African societies, such as that of the
Zulu of South Africa, the king's roles as ruler, judge,
and ritual specialist are often critical in maintaining
a functioning society. Even with the advance of lit-
eracy and the impact of Islam and Christianity in
Africa, the king continues to function as a sacred
canopy under which foreign traditions are subsumed
and celebrated.

lineage. Certain antisocial behaviors, such as theft,
witchcraft, and sorcery, are taboo, and offenders may
suffer punishment of death. Because African religions
focus on contemporary worldly salvation, Africans be-
lieve that bad character is punished in this world.

SACRED BOOKS Africans who follow a traditional reli-
gion rely on no scriptures, canonical texts, or holy books
to guide them. In African traditional religions guidance
is provided through myths, which are handed down
orally. Elders, priests, and priestesses have served as
guardians of the sacred traditions. Throughout Africa
innumerable myths explain the creation of the universe,
how man and woman appeared, the origin of the culture,
and how people arrived in their current location. Oral
narratives define morals and values for traditional reli-
gions, just as written texts do for religions that have sa-
cred books. Because of the oral nature of African sacred
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texts, the faithful who transmit this knowledge are con-
sidered sacred.

Among many African ethnic groups, however, some
sets of oral narratives exist that serve as sacred texts. A
classic example is Ifa divination, which is popular among
the Yoruba of southwestern Nigeria. The Ifa corpus is
a large body of poetic oral narratives that are memorized
by diviners and recited during divination performances.

There is hardly a topic or issue that Ifa fails to address.

To learn about divine will and directives, an Ifa di-
viner (babalawo) uses 16 specially selected palm nuts or
a divining chain (opele) made of 8 half palm nuts tied
into a chain. The diviner holds the chain by the middle
and throws it on a mat, making a U shape, so that four
nuts fall on each side of the mat. The nuts expose either
convex or concave sides, thus displaying 16 possible
forms of Ifa signature. Each signature stands for a sym-
bol called an odu, each of which corresponds to a chapter
(also called an odu) containing several verses of oral
poems. The diviner then recites the odu that appear in
the divination castings. After the recitation the client
tells the diviner if any of the verses is relevant to the cri-
sis. At this stage the client may reveal to the diviner the
nature of his or her inquiry. The diviner recalls and in-
terprets an appropriate text and, through further ques-
tioning, arrives at a definitive cause of the client’s quest.
The diviner prescribes a remedy, which is usually a sacri-
ticial ritual, but in a case of grave illness medicinal herbs
may offer a cure.

During their long periods of apprenticeship divin-
ers memorize Ifa verses, which may be as long as 256
odu. The message and sacrifices contained in Ifa verses
are a genre of oral tradition; they preserve the Yoruba
religious worldview through myths, proverbs, songs, and
poetry.

Highly trained diviners have largely been responsi-
ble for memorizing and transmitting important histori-
cal and cultural events to the living generation. Because
there are no sacred books, however, it is impossible to
know what traditional religions were like 500 or 1,000
years ago. Oral myths elude permanent display on paper,
stone, or other media; African traditional religions re-
main changeable according to the needs of their follow-
ers. Accordingly, if religious believers no longer find a
belief or ritual useful for daily spiritual life, it may easily
be set aside forever.

SACRED SYMBOLS African art is a central part of tradi-
tional religious expression. It is known worldwide for
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its powerful ability to represent abstract ideas and spiri-
tual forces. African artists produce sacred icons and
symbols of traditional religions in an enormous array of
forms, both abstract and representational. Traditional
artists typically carve images that express the powers of
God, demigods, ancestors, and spirits as intermediaries
between deities and humans. A royal stool may depict
powerful animals such as leopards and tigers. Practition-
ers of African traditional religions are generally familiar
with the symbols and icons, but often only a few trained
individuals can interpret the significance of such sym-
bolic and iconic forms, which are used to imply religious
meaning in initiation, divination, and secret societies.

In addition to abstract forms, many religious artists
borrow from forms found in nature—such as insects,
trees, leafs, and animals—to produce intricate design
motifs. Common animal motifs are the chameleon, cen-
tipede, butterfly, lizard, snake, tortoise, and fish. Many
species of birds, including the ostrich, vulture, dove, and
heron, inspire artists. Cultural objects and status sym-
bols—such as an amulet, royal crown, staff, divination
sign, or dance wand—often inspire designs. Such de-
signs are incorporated into everyday objects; these may
be a writing board, comb, game board, or scissors. In
certain regions of Africa traditional hairstyles have their
own religious significance. A male priest or a traditional
ruler may wear a long hairstyle signifying a female deity,
thereby assuming the persona of the deity and establish-
ing a special connection with her. Shrines, religious ob-
jects, and sacred places are decorated with many forms,
shapes, and colors to express religious concepts.

EARLY AND MODERN LEADERS While there have
been great male and female religious leaders throughout
Africa’s history, none can be elevated above others in
their importance to religious history. In indigenous tra-
ditions the leaders are the mythic beings and culture he-
roes who were responsible for founding empires, civili-
zations, clans, and lineages that later formed the core of
the religioethnic traditions of their peoples. Such mythic
tigures and culture heroes include Oduduwa in Nigeria,
Shaka the Zulu in South Africa, and Osei Tutu in
Ghana.

Many people are involved in religious leadership,
and a single religion can have priests, priestesses, sacred
kings and queens, prophets, prophetesses, and seers, all
of whom have been important religious leaders through-
out the ages. This “democratization” of religious re-
sponsibility is in line with a general tendency of avoid-

Worldmark Encyclopedia of Religious Practices



ing the concentration of spiritual powers in the hands
of a single individual. Leaders in African traditional reli-
gions are the people who impart religious wisdom and
guidance to believers. African societies do not clearly de-
lineate an individual’s religious title. A priest can be a
diviner, a king can be a seer, and a prophet can be a
priest and a diviner. Even if a person has a number of
spiritual skills, however, he or she may concentrate ef-
forts in a single area. Various roles carry distinct names
in West African languages. A priest connected with a
god is referred to as an obosomfo, vodund, olorisa, and atama
in Twi, Fon, Yoruba, and Igbo, respectively. A seer in
these respective languages is an okdmfo, bokond babalawo,
and amoma. Similarly, the name for a medicine healer is

mmdnkw@(o, amawato, onisegun, and dibia.

Religious leaders play numerous roles in a tradi-
tional African society. Many offer sacrifices or make
verbal demands on the behalf of believers. The most
powerful religious leaders are spirit mediums, members
of a family or clan who are responsible for communica-
tion between an ancestor and his or her descendants. Di-
viners are vital for communicating with the spirit world.
People consult diviners for any number of issues, but
the most common reasons are for a misfortune, such as
sickness, death, or calamity; spirits are likely to have
knowledge about the causes of a misfortune. Diviners
have vast accumulations of secret knowledge and are
highly intuitive about human nature.

Priests and priestesses are natural leaders because
they are in direct service to God and dedicate themselves
to the deities for life. The oldest man of the family or
community is often a priest, because he is the closest to
the dead and has lived the longest life. In a village one
priest usually leads all other priests. A head priest is cho-
sen by his predecessor; otherwise, village elders or a
chief’s council make this decision.

According to traditional belief, there are powerful
spirits who, acting through spirit mediums, have been
involved in historical events in Africa. For instance,
Mbuya (grandmother) Nehanda, a spirit medium in
Zimbabwe, played an important role in mobilizing peo-
ple in the fight against for political independence begin-
ning in the late nineteenth century. Nehanda, considered
an incarnation of an oracle spirit, was eventually hanged
by colonial authorities in 1898. Nevertheless, through-
out the twentieth century her spirit, speaking through
other spirit mediums, continued to work closely with
the freedom fighters in the struggle for independence.
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Contemporary African religious leaders include
those who have been interested in reviving traditional
religion. One of the foremost of these is Wande Abim-
bola (born in 1936), who in 1987 was selected by the
elder babalawos in Nigeria to be the awise awo agbaye (chief
spokesperson of Ifa and Yoruba religion and culture).
In 2003 Abimbola was appointed the adviser to the

president of Nigeria on culture and tradition.

MAJOR THEOLOGIANS AND AUTHORS Numerous
scholars in diverse fields of interest carry out studies of
African religions. Major scholarly research about Afri-
can traditional religions had a late start. In the four-
teenth century “outsiders” began to inquire into the na-
ture of African cultures and religions. Muslim and
European colonial traders, travelers, slavers, missiona-
ries, military personnel, mercenaries, and administrators
frequently recorded naive accounts of African cultural
customs, traditions, and religions. Although their inqui-
ries were fraught with bias, some outsiders were more
reliable than others.

Much of the early authorship was conducted by an-
thropologists working for colonial governments or by
Christian missionaries. By the 1930s colonial govern-
ments in Africa had opened several colleges (as off-
shoots of European institutions) across the continent.
Although the standards for these colleges were high, the
curriculum did not include the study of European or Af-
rican religions. During the 1940s and 1950s depart-
ments of religious studies were created in universities in
Nigeria, Kenya, Uganda, Ghana, and Sierra Leone. Co-
lonial offices continued to govern universities and col-
leges. Departments of religious studies did not appear
in East Africa until the 1960s. In West Africa colleges
gained autonomy during the struggle for independence
in the 1960s. With autonomy came a revitalized study
of religions, which recognized the religious pluralism of
independent countries. The emphasis on Christian
studies that had long dominated the religious studies
tield was replaced by an emphasis Islamic studies and
African traditional religions.

The early African scholarship of J.B. Danquah
(1895-1965) from Ghana and J. Olumide Lucas (from
Nigeria) in the first part of the twentieth century pro-
duced interesting studies of African indigenous religion.
In the 1940s Africans entered into the scholarly dis-
course on African indigenous religions. For example,
John Mbiti from Kenya, the most prolific of the African
scholars, challenged the Eurocentric notion that Afri-
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cans had no notion of a Supreme God. Mbiti’s work in-
spired numerous studies on God in African religions.

Among the scholars responding to accusations that
Africans lack a notion of God was E. Bolaji Idowu, who
did research on the Yoruba Supreme God, publishing
Olodumare: God in Yoruba Belief in 1962. Idowu, with J.O.
Awolalu and Geoffrey Parrinder (an English Methodist
minister who taught religion in Nigeria), put in place
a structure for the study of African religions that later
scholars adapted for their own studies. These three
scholars established the idea of the centrality of a Su-
preme God surrounded by myriad lesser gods. Some of
the academic priests, including Parrinder, Father Placid
Temple, and Zaireois V. Mulago, were influenced by
the inclusive views of liberal theology developed by
Protestant and Catholic academic theologians in North
American and European universities. They began to
abandon their doctrinal, orthodox, and christocentric
views of African religion.

From the postcolonial years in the 1960s to the
early 1990s, the study of African religions entered a ma-
ture phase. During this period many scholars of African
religious studies were passionately nationalistic. In the
forefront was E. Bolaji Idowu. Perhaps the finest critic
of African religious scholarship was Ugandan writer and
anthropologist O. p'Bitek. In African Religions in Western
Scholarship (1971) p’Bitek wrote that the viewing of Afri-
can religions through Euro-Christian spectacles should

cease.

The study of African religions today is a global
phenomenon, with methodologies and theoretical ap-
proaches that range from collecting ethnographic data
to addressing the works of missionaries who try to con-
vert the indigenous people to Christianity. During the
1980s and 1990s many African scholars began to study
abroad. The overwhelming majority of scholars in reli-
gious studies departments are now Africans.

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE In contrast to struc-
tured Western religions, traditional African religions are
organized with relatively little concern for formal struc-
ture. African religions rely on no single individual as a
religious leader but instead depend upon an entire com-
munity to do religious work. Priests, priestesses, divin-
ers, elders, chiefs, kings, and other authority figures may
perform sacred and ceremonial rituals. Depending on
the kind of religious activity, various religious authori-
ties may preside over specific rituals.
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Africans do, however, precisely define the structure
of their cosmos. From greatest to least significance, Af-
rican traditional religions begin the hierarchy with a
being or god who remains supreme. Next are divinities
and ancestors, who represent the invisible world. Then
there are priests and holy persons, who are intermedi-
aries between the seen (the living) and the unseen
worlds. Finally, living humans remain for a time in the
visible world. Members of an African religious tradition
are often divided into the initiated and the uninitiated.
The initiated are priests and priestesses and may hold
titles within the cult. They carry out specialized duties.
The uninitiated are the rest of the members of the reli-
gious group, who have not performed any major initia-
tion rituals that qualify them to serve in the group’s

inner circles.

HOUSES OF WORSHIP AND HOLY PLACES Every Af-
rican community and ethnic group has its own religious
places, which can take several forms. Some are fabricat-
ed, some are found in nature, and others are natural but
altered in some fashion. Some structures are built for
specific religious purposes, to protect the faithful from
inclement weather, or to protect religious objects from
the elements. Larger buildings, such as temples, function
exclusively for religious purposes; there are numerous
temples for the worship of various deities. Temples are
located all over the continent, especially among the eth-
nic groups in southern Africa, Ghana, Nigeria, and
Uganda. In some cases kings, queens, and other nobility
are buried in temples. Some harbor shrines and ancestor
graves.

Shrines, the most common religious structure, exist
throughout Africa. Shrines may be exclusively for family
members or for public use. They usually contain revered
religious objects and are used for religious activities such
as pouring libations, performing rituals, saying prayers,
and making offerings. Shrines are usually the center of
a family’s religious life and are the connection between
the visible and invisible world. Priests or priestesses
watch over both community shrines and family shrines.

Altars are small structures where offerings can be
placed and sacrifices performed. They may be in shrines
or temples, or they may stand on their own. Shrines and
altars are most often found in natural spaces or in loca-
tions that are considered powerful places for connecting
with the invisible. A taboo frequently restricts the kinds
of materials used for building shrines and altars. Often
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only local materials found in the environment may be
used to build these structures.

Shrines are often established above familial and an-
cestral gravesites; the grave itself may also serve as a
shrine. Families memorialize deceased relatives and lin-
eages at their gravesites. At such shrines the living may
communicate with the departed person; the family may
also convey messages to God through the deceased.
Graves play a more important religious role for farming
communities than for pastoralists, who are constantly
moving from one place to another. The location of
graves varies from group to group. In most West Afri-
can communities burials take place on pieces of land
within the family’s compound; these are regarded as se-
cured places where the dead will be at peace. Graves may
also be located in a sacred forest where the spirits of the
ancestors concentrate. A bad death (suicide or murder)
may cause the victim to be buried in the “waste bush”
to discourage the spirit from reincarnating or disturbing
the peace of the living.

Natural religious sites are vast in number, and every
traditional African culture has many. These sites include
forests (or parts of forests), rivers, lakes, trees, moun-
tains, waterfalls, and rocks. They are thought to be the
meeting places between heaven and earth and between
visible and invisible worlds. Thus, they are important
places to communicate with spirits of the dead, with
God, and with the heavenly world. The faithful usually
designate natural places as sacred sites based on histori-
cal or special events. Such natural spaces are usually set
aside from everyday uses such as grazing cattle, washing
clothes, and growing crops. They are used only for cere-
monies, rituals, prayers, and sacrifices. Osun Grove in
Osogbo, Nigeria, is a good example of an environmental
landmark that has been moved into the realm of the sa-
cred.

WHAT IS SACRED The African worldview is based on
a belief that every living and inanimate object is sacred
on some level. Some are deemed more sacred than oth-
ers. Devotees of traditional religions recognize domestic
and wild animals as sacred and full of great power. Do-
mestic animals such as dogs, goats, and roosters are
often used for sacrificial purposes, and certain of their
body parts—such as feathers, nails, entrails, horns,
beaks, and blood—are used as offerings and for divin-
ing.

Many wild animals are sacred because they have
wisdom and powers, because they are believed to be in-
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habited by spirits, and because it is said that in some
cases they were sent to earth by God to communicate
with humans. An example is a story among Zulus in
which a chameleon and then a lizard are sent to Earth
by God to tell men that he has arranged death to be a
part of the cycle of human life. There is a continuing
belief about the sacredness of lizards and chameleons in
Zulu culture. Devotees attach great importance to ani-
mals because, at any moment, an animal may be prepar-
ing to deliver a message to humans from anywhere in
the spirit world.

Various herbs and plants contain special powers
that are useful for religious purposes. Certain herbs are
sacred, and those priest specialists who have deep
knowledge of how to use them are called herbalists. In
addition to having medicinal uses, the herbs carry sym-
bolic properties and qualities that make them appropri-
ate for religious uses.

HOLIDAYS/FESTIVALS In traditional African cultures
festivals are scheduled to occur during major rites of
passage, including birth, circumcision, coming-of-age
initiation, marriage, and death. Many communities
maintain elaborate calendars of festivals that run
throughout the year. Seasonal festivals commemorate
annual events such as field preparation, planting, har-
vesting, hunting and fishing periods, and the New Year.
Other festivals celebrate victory at war, the coronation
of kings or chiefs, and changes in leadership. Communi-
ty festivals are designed to purify villages or larger com-
munities (ridding them of evil and bad fortune), to carry
on life-sustaining activities successfully, and to bring
harmony to the village. Festivals are often accompanied
by sacrifices and offerings to ancestors and deities, who,
it is believed, then transmit information to God.

It is common for the various African gods and dei-
ties to have their own yearly festivals. Deities who usual-
ly do not garner much attention during daily and weekly
worship schedules often draw massive crowds during
their annual festivals. These are usually colorful affairs
with dancing, music, eating, drinking, praying (and
other religious activities), wearing masks and costumes,
and general merrymaking.

In African traditional religions certain days are de-
clared by community leaders to honor the gods. During
such days ordinary community activities—fishing,
farming, and buying or selling at the market—are pro-
hibited to honor the deities. In festivals commemorating
the deeds of the gods, ancestors, and sacred kings, devo-
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Racism in the Early Study of
African Religions

The first academic studies of African tradition-
al religions were written in the eighteenth, nine-
teenth, and early twentieth centuries by Muslim and
European scholars. Trained in the new method of
“fieldwork”—which entailed observing participants
and speaking the language of the community—these
anthropologists worked for their governments. Their
studies avoided describing African cultures in
indigenous terms. They were expected to assess
colonial projects, predict the behavior of the natives,
distinguish between rumor and fact, and develop
mechanisms for colonial command and control.

Early scholars viewed African indigenous reli-
gions as “primitive,” comparing them adversely with
European Christian beliefs. At this time two main
schools of thought prevailed. The first questioned the
origin of African civilizations and religions. Scholars
attempted to link African cultures with external
sources—for instance, suggesting that sub-Saharan
black Africans had come from the Middle East or
Egypt. This notion built upon evolutionary theories
that posited that cultures gradually evolve, becoming
“less primitive” over time. The second school put for-
ward a diffusionist, or “contact,” theory of develop-
ment to explain sophisticated African belief systems
and artifacts (such as exquisite bronzes and terra-
cotta sculptures). Westerners deemed Africans inca-
pable of producing such ideas and objects. The dif-
fusionist theory held that religious ideas of the
Mediterranean region had proliferated, eventually
reaching the peoples of sub-Saharan Africa. A con-
cept that gained wide currency under the theory of
diffusion was the erroneous idea that Africans lacked
a Supreme God and instead were polytheists. These
two schools reflect an insidious racist ideology that
influenced the initial study of African religions.

tees take time off from farming, hunting, and fishing to
dedicate themselves completely to celebrating with the
community or region. They observe certain taboos, such
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as abstinence from sex, or they make pilgrimages to sa-
cred forests, rivers, and mountains in honor of the dei-
ties.

MODE OF DRESS Modes of dress in African traditional
religions vary depending upon the kind of devotee, geo-
graphical location, and a person’s age. Despite this, cer-
tain kinds of clothes, accessories, and permanent or tem-
porary bodily accoutrements distinguish devotees from
others. Priests and followers often wear white clothes
as a sign of purity. Deities are usually represented by
signs or symbols on clothing or the skin.

Colors adorning the body identify devotees and
carry meaning. For instance, Yoruba devotees of an orisa
(deity) wear red and white marks on their foreheads.
Painting the body with white chalk or another substance
for ceremonial purposes is also a common way to identi-
ty a devotee’s beliefs or stage of life. Priests usually carry
signs of their social status, including horsehair whisks,
brass figures, embellished staffs, jewelry, diamonds,
gold, feathers, or priestly stools or chairs; they may also
wear white chalk on the body.

Scarification or tattoo is a permanent mode of cul-
tural adornment signifying identification with beliefs;
motifs are often based on abstract designs, leaf forms,
and totemic flora and fauna. Although most body art
carries little association with Ogl'm (the Yoruba god of
iron), raised-scarification design has been associated
with Ogt’m because Yoruba body artists traditionally use
iron implements to create intricate patterns and shapes
on the skin. The palm tree design on a person’s body
signifies identification with Ogl’m. This is because tradi-
tional weavers manufacture textiles from palm fronds
and also because Og(m’s preferred food and drink come
from the oil palm tree.

DIETARY PRACTICES In traditional African cultures
family members habitually offer food and drink to their
ancestors. Such offerings are often placed in or on fami-
ly shrines, which are usually located behind the family
house or compound. All kinds of seeds and the most
delicious parts of domesticated crops are appropriate
for ritual offerings. Materials may be ground into pow-
ders and mixed with other substances. Offerings may be
done for purification, for protection from adverse
forces, and for divination.

According to African traditional beliefs, deities nor-
mally prefer certain foods and drinks and abstain from
others. In Yoruba religion, for example, each deity has
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likes and dislikes, and care is taken to respect the deities’
preferences. Orisa-Nl4 loves snails cooked in shea but-
ter, Oranmila prefers rat and fish, and Est loves rooster.
These deities consume no other foods, except perhaps
kola nuts, a standard ritual ingredient in many African
cultures. Orisa-Nl4 disdains palm wine, and Esu dislikes
adin (palm-kernel oil). It is taboo to bring unfavorable
foods near the shrines, and devotees of these deities re-
frain from partaking of these foods. Because of their
personal associations with a divinity, priests and certain
religious specialists honor food taboos; it is also thought
that, by doing so, they can perform rituals effectively for
observers of these restrictions.

Accordingly, dietary prohibitions and peculiarities
are associated with the deceased and the diets of those
who inhabit the heavenly world. Eating habits and diet
differ vastly among regions of Africa. They are based
on seasonal availability and environmental, social, cul-
tural, and religious differences. Dietary restrictions take
place for various reasons, including a person’s stage of
life, gender, or social class. A twin in Yoruba culture is
forbidden to eat the meat of the colobus monkey, be-
cause the Yoruba believe that twins have kinship rela-
tionships with them.

RITUALS Ritual and ceremony are the most important
entry points to understanding the religious life of Afri-
can communities. To the observer of religious practices,
rituals are more visible than mythic narratives, but ritu-
als often relate to myths by conveying and reinforcing
the meanings and values that communities hold sacred.
Ritual can have an extremely broad meaning that refers
to many aspects of human life.

All traditional religious practices incorporate ritual,
although the forms vary greatly from region to region,
ethnic group to ethnic group, and even from individual
to individual within the same religious tradition. Not
every member of society performs all rituals; instead, a
particular ritual may be prescribed for certain members
of a community. In hierarchical African societies a few
skilled elites who possess status, knowledge, authority,
and power are chosen to use sacred ritual icons. In non-
hierarchical societies individuals share authority and

power equaﬂy

In spite of their differences, African religions share
certain common features, especially in their rituals and
ceremonies. They always involve larger groups of people
or entire communities. For example, agricultural rituals
function communally to benefit the group. Great num-
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bers of Africans continue to work in subsistence, cash
crop, and other agricultural economies, and they have
preserved spiritual practices and sacred rituals to induce
the gods to ensure rains, successful harvests, and abun-
dant agricultural production. Rituals related to rain are
considered communal, because the availability of water
affects the lives of so many. Devotees of African tradi-
tional religions often perform rituals to induce rain;
such rituals feature dancing, singing, and chanting.

Some religious rituals involve the devotees offering
the gods and ancestors sacrificial animals, libations of
water or alcohol, or small amounts of favored food. Sac-
rificial rituals and festivals in which food is shared rein-
force the communal bond between the participants, the
ancestors, God, and the lesser deities. Much social ritual
takes place at shrines, temples, and altars. These are ritu-
als performed to cement the bond of unity among a
community or to celebrate the achievements of individ-
ual members of the group. On important occasions
(such as hunting expeditions, healing ceremonies, and
rites of passage), the faithful honor their gods, ancestors,
and spirits with ritual festivals, ceremonies, divination,
and animal sacrifice. In the case of drought, flooding,
volcanoes, famine, illness, and other disasters, devotees
offer a sacrificial animal to appease the spirit deity
thought to be responsible for the calamity.

African religious traditions and ritual practices have
been passed down from generation to generation for
centuries; thus, practitioners experience history n every
religious ritual that is performed. Although ritual has
changed over time according to the social, political, en-
vironmental, and spiritual needs of individuals, it con-
tinues to be a real connection with the past—a connec-
tion that Africans take seriously as they pass their
culture from one generation to the next.

RITES OF PASSAGE The primary rites of passage in
African religious life are birth and naming, puberty,
marriage, achieving elder status, and death. Such rites
provide a transition from one age to the next. Puberty
rituals signify the coming of age, when elders reveal to
the younger generation the ancestral secrets of deep
knowledge. Marriage rituals signify the betrothal of in-
dividuals to each other, to the lineage, and to the com-
munity. Although the rituals marking elderhood are
more rare today, certain cultures, such as the Owo Yor-
uba (a subgroup of the Yoruba people of Nigeria) and
the Masai (of Tanzania and Kenya), celebrate transition
to the honored elder status.
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Personal or individual rituals often surround events
that happen in everyday life. Birth, transition to adult-
hood, marriage, and death are four of the most promi-
nent kinds of life events celebrated with religious ritual.
The rites for these stages often contain aspects of both
communal and personal ritual. The Fang of Central Af-
rica retain a personal ritual associated with birth, the
biang ndu, or biang nzi (sometimes called the “roof medi-
cine” ritual). If delivery becomes difficult, the father of
the child climbs onto the roof of the house to a spot
above the mother’s belly. After piercing the thatched
roof with a hollow banana stem, he pours medicinal
water through the stem directly onto her pregnant belly.
Only the father can perform the biang ndu, which is wit-
nessed by family members and neighbors.

In African cultures celebrating the transition from
childhood to adulthood takes many forms. Initiation
ceremonies occur most commonly during puberty.
There is much ritual involved with initiation, which is
a time for the younger generation to learn how to be
contributing members of society. A youth undergoes the
rituals in seclusion with children of the same age. Partic-
ipants are taught about their people’s beliefs, history,
and traditions as well as about raising a family, the se-
crets of marriage, and other practical information. Initi-
ation is a deeply religious affair and a sign of unity with
the larger community and the ancestors. Before, during,
and after initiation ceremonies, the community offers
many prayers and sacrifices to God; they ask for bless-
ings and good luck for the youths undergoing the ardu-
ous process. Female and male circumcisions are often
a part, but not the focus, of initiation rites. The ceremo-
nies are usually performed apart from the community
to preserve an aura of mystery for initiates. Initiation
often takes place for several days or months in auspi-
cious natural locations, such as forests or grasslands,
where the initiates are afforded closer contact with the
invisible realm, the spirits, and God.

Outside observers and anthropologists have written
many descriptions of traditional African initiation rites.
One of the best, however, is the account by Malidoma
Patrice Somé (born in 1956) of his own initiation as
a member of the Dagara of Burkina Faso. As a young
boy he had been kidnaped by a French Jesuit missionary;
he was initiated when he returned to his village at age
20. The initiation Somé describes is full of associations
with nature. Male initiates leave the village, and while
they are still in the presence of family and friends, they
remove their clothing. Nakedness is common in tradi-
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tional African cultures. There is no shame associated
with it, because it is perceived as an expression of a rela-
tionship with the spirits of nature.

Death is one of the most important events of an Af-
rican community, and often there are extended and
complex rituals associated with it. With death comes a
permanent physical separation between the deceased and
the living, and ritual helps to accentuate this transition.
There is great variation in the traditions and rituals sur-
rounding death. Attendants use natural objects to wash,
clothe, and bury the body, which is often covered in ani-
mal skins, leather, cotton, bark cloth, or leaves. These
objects emphasize that the body, conceived in the earth,
returns to the earth. The deceased person’s soul remains
a presence in the lives of individuals and must be re-
spected by the living. In traditional African culture the
world of the ancestors and the abode of the dead is un-
derstood as a sphere beyond the realm of the living. In
some societies this realm, called i, is considered to exist
within the earth itself.

MEMBERSHIP Requirements for membership in an Af-
rican indigenous religion have varied according to local
traditions. Typically, traditional cults limited member-
ship solely to birthright. Members of Igbo, Masai, or
Edo groups, for example, belonged to and practiced the
religion of their lineage, clan, and family. With the ad-
vent of Islam and Christianity in Africa—and the wide-
spread conversion to these two monotheistic tradi-
tions—the numbers of adherents to African religions
dwindled. Devotees of traditional religions awakened to
the possibility of losing their faith, and to compensate
they extended the criteria for membership. Most tradi-
tional African religious cultures have thus become more
inclusive.

Throughout the centuries of transatlantic slave
trading, Africans took their religious practices to the
Americas and the Caribbean. The large numbers of Afri-
cans living in North, Central, and South America intro-
duced enduring forms of African religious culture
through music, dance, festivals, and martial arts. This
occurred especially in Brazil, Peru, Cuba, Trinidad,
Haiti, Puerto Rico, and other locations where African
populations were extensive. Traditional devotees in the
New World realized that, to preserve their religious her-
itage, they had to accept converts.

As African religious cultures spread from Cuba,
Brazil, Trinidad, and other places of the diaspora to the
United States, new forms emerged that catered to the
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spiritual needs of many peoples. Perhaps the most fasci-
nating of these pioneer movements are the Yoruba-
inspired African American traditions. Beginning in the
late twentieth century hundreds of African Americans
embraced Yoruba traditions by founding the Kingdom
of Oyotunji African Village near the city of Sheldon,
South Carolina. It was named after its namesake Yoruba

kingdom in West Africa.

RELIGIOUS TOLERANCE African traditional religions
do not proselytize because traditional religious expres-
sion is accepted as unique to an ethnic group. Religion
is so intimately tied to place that African religions do
not give themselves easﬂy to the influence of exogenous
groups. African cultures are, however, often flexible
enough to absorb values and traditions from other reli-
gious belief systems. Competing indigenous religions
may incorporate useful or similar aspects of each other.
The most common religions that have been incorporat-
ed into traditional belief systems are Christianity and
Islam. Even if followers of indigenous African religions
convert to Christianity of Islam, they often continue to
practice their traditional rituals. This is because, for
them, Christianity lacks the breadth to signify all their
religious feelings, values, and beliefs. Islam has, overall,
been more compatible with and tolerant of African tra-
ditional religions and cultural practices. Ancestor vener-
ation, polygamy, circumcision, magic, and beliefs in
spirits and other divinities are common in both popular
Islam and African traditional religions.

Practitioners of African traditional religions have
been victims of conversion and intolerance. Adherents
to Western religions have sometimes viewed African re-
ligions as “inferior.” In his novel Things Fall Apart (1958),
Chinua Achebe (born in 1930) discusses the ethnic slurs
used in his native Igbo language; Christians refer to fol-
lowers of traditional religions as “nonbelievers, hea-
thens, and lowly people (ndi nkiti).” In Yoruba and
Hausa-Fulani (Nigeria and Niger) societies, Muslims
call traditional believers keferi (unbelievers) and people
of jahiliyya (local and inferior tradition).

SOCIAL JUSTICE Major social concerns for followers
of African traditional religions include poverty and the
environment. A contemporary response to the crisis of
poverty in African villages is the linking of development
with ethnoreligious identity. In Nigeria, Ghana, and
other parts of West Africa, for instance, village and
town associations meet for purposes of economic unity
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and social development. Although these groups are no
longer connected to the worship of traditional gods
(most of them have converted to Islam and Christiani-
ty), they have established a platform that involves the
reinvention of traditional value systems such as sacred
kingship, totemic concepts, and old tribal gods reima-
gined in modern secular idioms. By invoking tribal myth
and historic symbols, they galvanize members of their
communities at home and abroad to contribute to the
economic growth of villages, towns, and communities.
In this way Africans have been responding to a crisis
using their own metaphysical and epistemological wor-
Idview.

In many African societies deceased souls live in for-
ests, rivers, riverbanks, hills, or other natural places. The
living must avoid and respect the resting places of the
dead. Communities often preserve these sacred natural
places from exploitation and mining by establishing cer-
tain land-use restrictions. Thus, traditional funerary rit-
ual in many cases has been effective in inspiring wise use
of natural resources. Without a natural landscape and
the reverence for the spirituality and mystery to be
found in nature, much of the power of African culture

would be greatly diminished.

SOCIAL ASPECTS In traditional African cultures mar-
riage, raising children, and fulfilling familial obligations
are religious duties. Marriage agreements usually involve
both sets of parents of the couple to be married. Binding
the couple is accompanied by exchanging gifts, which
is largely a way of thanking the parents of the bride or
groom for bringing up their child in a good manner.
The gifts do, however, hold some local legal weight, be-
cause if a marriage does not last, it is expected that the
value of gifts be returned to the family who gave them.

Religious traditions reinforce the idea that family
members must adhere to specific roles. Younger genera-
tions must care for their elders, children must obey their
parents and elders, and parents must teach, provide, and
care for their children. At times parents must care for

their sibling’s offspring.

CONTROVERSIAL ISSUES In contemporary Africa the
persistence of sacred practices is a source of conflict be-
tween devotees of African religions and outsiders. When
outsiders evaluate indigenous cultures and religions,
they often judge practices and beliefs as controversial.
Western religious cultures regard many aspects of Afri-
can religions—such as witchcraft, ritual killing of ani-
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mals, female circumcision, polygamy, and approaches to
gender relations—as peculiar compared with Western
cultural practices. Among the adherents of an African
religious tradition, however, these practices generally do
not cause controversy.

Traditional religion in any culture aftirms the iden-
tity of that culture, provides a source of knowledge, and
defines a people’s existence. Religion provides an educa-
tion for individuals and is a rich source of cultural
knowledge about many different subjects. A crisis of
identity has been created in Africa as Africans’ own in-
digenous sources of knowledge are steadily replaced by
global values dictated by Western capitalism. Another
issue is conversion to Christianity and Islam in Africa,
which has not only created conflicts between indigenous
religions and these two traditions but also set Christian-
ity and Islam against each other.

CULTURAL IMPACT African traditional religions and
African arts dovetail. Religion gives meaning and value
to all forms of African artistic expression, including lit-
erature, music, visual art, and dance. Because indigenous
societies are mainly nonliterate, oral traditions expressed
in poetry, proverbs, and mythic narratives are sources of
African literary traditions. Examples are Ifa divination
verses, which amount to 256 chapters of text.

Similar to the oral traditions, the arts of architec-
ture, design, sculpture, textiles, dance, drumming, and
music function as sacred “texts,” transmitting and rein-
forcing traditional religions for new generations. The
arts are used to convey feelings, illustrate proverbs, ex-
press the wisdom of the people, and give spiritual mean-
ing and function to inanimate objects. Shrines and tem-
ples are adorned with elaborate carved images of the
deities that convey the power of the gods and ancestors.
Rites of passage are particularly important in the reli-
gious use of arts. Carved totemic and ritual objects may
serve as important sources of knowledge for the newly
initiated. Masks, costumes, and body design accompany
religious ceremonies.

Like all elements of African traditional religion, ar-
tistic expressions are integrated with everyday life. Afri-
can arts and religious meaning overlap in visual symbols,
music, dance, proverbs, riddles, names of people and
places, myths, legends, beliefs, and customs. In this
sense, every member of society contributes to the reli-
gion’s living oral “texts.”

]acob K Olupomz
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FOUNDED: 1863 c.E.

RELIGION AS A PERCENTAGE OF
WORLD POPULATION: O.1 percent

OVERVIEW The Baha'i faith, which developed 1n nine-
teenth-century Iran, is relatively new, compared with
other major world religions. It has only five million
members, but it 1s, after Christianity, the second most
widespread religion in the world, with adherents in 218
countries and dependent territories. The term Bah4'i de-
rives from the Arabic word Baha, meaning glory, splen-

dor, or light.

The Bah#’i faith was founded by Bahaullah (1817-
92), an Iranian noble, who claimed to be the latest of
God’s messengers. Over a 40-year period Bahaullah
penned the core texts of the Baha'{ scriptures and de-
fined such basic Baha'i beliefs as the oneness of God,
the need for divine messengers or manifestations of God
to guide humanity, and the unity of the world’s major
religions. He taught the unity of humankind; the equali-
ty of all humans; the centrality of the principle of unity
for reforming society and constructing a just global civi-
lization; the essential role of consultation in creating
love, agreement, and justice; and the need for the basic
education of all people. He delineated a path for indi-
vidual spiritual transformation, which included the daily
recitation of an obligatory prayer, the study of scripture,
and holding oneself accountable before God; service to
humanity; marriage and the raising of children; and
working, not only to earn a living but also to serve oth-
ers. He established a Bah4'i community that had no cler-
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gy but elected coordinating bodies; worshiped together
in ways that minimized ritual; focused on the education
and transformation of its members; served humanity;
and sought to attract new members by word and deed.

Bahaullah was succeeded by his son, Abdul-Baha
(1844-1921), whom he appointed head of the faith,
exemplar of the teachings, and interpreter of his revela-
tion. Abdul-Baha oversaw the expansion of the Bah#’i
faith from the Middle East to Europe and the Americas.
He clarified many of Bahaullah’s teachings, and he pro-
claimed Bah&’i social teachings during his travels in the

West.

Abdul-Baha appointed Shoghi Effendi Rabbani
(1897-1957) as his successor and Guardian of the
Cause of God. He bestowed on Shoghi Effendi authori-
ty to interpret the Bah' teachings. Shoghi Effendi built
the Baha'l organizational system of elected consultative
councils defined by Bahaullah and Abdul-Baha and then
used it as an instrument to spread the Baha'i faith sys-
tematically around the globe. He clarified many basic
Bah4'i beliefs and translated many of the most impor-
tant works of Bahaullah from Arabic and Persian into
English. The foundation he built allowed for the estab-
lishment of the Universal House of Justice, the supreme
coordinating council of the Baha'{ faith, in 1963.

Since its establishment the Universal House of Jus-
tice has coordinated the rapid growth of the Bahd'i faith
around the world and has made strenuous efforts to
protect the Bah4'{ community from persecution. Bah&’is
live in 127,000 localities, have 12,000 elected local co-
ordinating councils, and 180 national coordinating

councils. The United States has 150,000 members re-
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NINE-POINTED STAR. A nine-pointed star is
generally used by Bahd'is as the unofficial symbol of
their faith. The numerical value of the Arabic word
ibahaf is nine, which, as the highest single-digit
number, symbolizes completeness. It is for this rea-
son that all Bahaii houses of worship have nine sides.

(THOMSON GALE)

siding in 7,000 localities, with 1,200 local coordinating

councils.

HISTORY The Bah#'i faith traces its beginnings to the
Babi movement. The Babi faith was founded by Ali-
Muhammad of Shiraz (1819—-50), a merchant who de-
clared himself a divine messenger in 1844. He took the
title of the Bab (Arabic: “gate™), which implied that he
was the gate to the “hidden imam,” a messianic figure
expected by Iran’s Shiite population. In his extensive
writings, however, the Bab claimed to be the hidden
imam himself. He attracted followers from across Iran,
particularly among seminary students, the clergy, the
merchant class, and some villagers. The Bab emphasized
the coming of another divine messenger even greater
than himself. He was imprisoned for his teachings, even-
tually condemned for blasphemy and heresy, and execut-
ed by firing squad in Tabriz, Iran, in 1850. Before his
death, the Bab appointed Mirza Yahya Azal (1831—
1912) to serve as his successor and the leader of the
community. Beginning in 1848 persecution of the Babi
communities resulted in the deaths of most Babi leaders
and decimated the community.

A prominent early leader of the Babi movement was
Mirza Husayn-Ali of Nur (1817-92), a member of an
aristocratic family from north of Tehran. He soon be-
came active in spreading Babi teachings in northern Iran,
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and he protected Babi leaders from persecution when his
prominence and court connections allowed him to do
so. He took the title of Bahaullah (glory of God). In
1851 he left Iran for a year at request by the prime min-
ister. When he returned, an attempt by two young Babis
to assassinate the king triggered a massive persecution
of Babis and resulted in Bahaullah’s imprisonment from
August through December 1852. While in prison he re-
ceived a revelation that marked the symbolic beginning
of his ministry as the Bab’s messianic successor.

On his release from prison Bahaullah, exiled perma-
nently from Iran, settled in Baghdad. There he reinvigo-
rated the local Babi community. He began to produce
works on mystical and theological subjects, including
The Hidden Words (1858), The Seven Valleys (c. 1858—62),
The Four Valleys (c. 1858—062), Gems of Mysteries (c. 1858—
62), and The Book of Certitude (1862). Babis who visited
Baghdad brought his advice back to Iran, gradually con-
solidating and strengthening the scattered and dispirited
communities there. As a result, the Iranian government
formally requested the Ottoman Turkish government
ruling Baghdad and the surrounding territories to re-
move Bahaullah farther from Iran. On the eve of his de-
parture for Istanbul, in late April 1863, Bahaullah an-
nounced to his assembled followers that he was the
promised one foretold by the Bab and a divine messen-
ger. Bahaullah's announcement is considered the begin-
ning of his public ministry and the end of the Babi dis-
pensation and is the most important event in the Bah4'i
calendar.

Bahaullah remained in Istanbul until December
1863, when the Ottoman government exiled him to
Edirne, a small city in Turkey near the present-day bor-
ders with Bulgaria and Greece. The Istanbul and Edirne
periods of Bahaullah’s life saw several key developments.
He composed many additional mystical works and
prayers. He sent epistles to some of the world’s political
and ecclesiastical leaders, formally announcing his claim
to be a divine messenger or manifestation of God and
specifically stating that he was the return of Christ. His
divine claim spread widely in Iran, with the result that
the vast majority of the Babis became Bah&'is. But rela-
tions with his half brother Mirza Yahya Azal, the sym-
bolic head of the Babi religion, progressively broke
down. Yahya attempted to poison Bahaullah and came
out in opposition to him in 1867—68. As a result, the
Ottoman government exiled both brothers from Edirne:
Mirza Yahya to Cyprus and Bahaullah to Acre, a prison

city in what is today northern Israel.
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The Babd’t World Center and its terraced gardens on Mount Carmel in
Huifa, Israel. The gardens are designed in nine concentric circles around
the Shrine of the Bab, the resting place of the prophet. © AFP/CORBIS.

Bahaullah spent the next two years—from August
1868 to October 1870—in a prison barracks in Acre
and then passed the remaining 22 years of his life in
rented houses in Acre or just outside the city. The con-
ditions of confinement gradually ameliorated, and Baha-
ullah was allowed to receive visitors, among them the
British Orientalist Edward G. Browne, who interviewed
Bahaullah in 1890 and published the account. Bahaullah
was also able to write extensively. He continued to write
epistles to kings and ecclesiastics, announcing his claims.
In 1873 he composed the Kitab-i-Agdas (Most Holy
Book), a work containing laws of personal conduct,
mystic guidance, numerous exhortations, and principles
of social reconstruction. A series of short works ampli-
tied themes in the Most Holy Book, explored philo-
sophical and theological matters, and commented on so-
cial matters, such as the importance of democracy and
modernization of the Islamic world. Epistle to the Son of
the Wolf was composed around 1891 as a response to a
persecutor of Bahd'is in Isfahan whose father, “the
wolf,” had been a major instigator of pogroms against
Baha'is; it quoted some of Bahaullah’s most celebrated
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passages. In his Book of the Covenant (exact date un-
known, though probably 1891 Bahaullah appointed his
eldest son, Abbas, later titled Abdul-Baha; (Arabic: “ser-
vant of glory”), as his successor and the interpreter of
his teachings. More than 15,000 works from Bahaul-
lah’s pen are extant, most of them letters, many of which
include advice and prayers. He wrote in Arabic and Per-
sian, sometimes interweaving both languages.

Through his correspondence with and guidance of
visiting Bah4’is, Bahaullah coordinated efforts to spread
the Baha'{ faith beyond Iran and the Ottoman lands of
Iraq, Turkey, Lebanon, Syria, and Palestine to Russian
Central Asia, Egypt, The Sudan, India, Burma, and In-
donesia. He also encouraged Bahi’is to attract Sunni
Muslims, Jews, Zoroastrians, Christians, and possibly
Buddhists to the fold. He appointed several individuals
as Hands of the Cause of God, a special position of re-
sponsibility to assist in teaching the Baha'i faith and in
protecting it from opposition. While they were termed
“learned” (in Arabic, ulama), they did not have a clerical

rank because Bahaullah had abolished the clergy.
Bahaullah’s passing on 29 May 1892 was a shock

to the Bahd'i community, which numbered perhaps
100,000 people. His written instructions guaranteed a
reasonably smooth transition to the leadership of his
son Abbas (1844—1921), who took the title of Abdul-
Baha. Abdul-Baha's half brother Muhammad-Ali op-
posed Abdul-Baha’s leadership but attracted few follow-
ers himself, partly because Abdul-Baha told his follow-
ers to break off contact with Muhammad-Ali and his
followers. No lasting schism of the Bahd'i community
resulted. Abdul-Baha’s ministry as head of the Bah4'i
faith lasted almost 30 years, until his passing in 1921.
An early development during his tenure was the arrival
of Bah4’is of Lebanese Christian background in the
United States in 1892 and the conversion of Americans,
mostly blue- and white-collar Protestants of English,
German, and Scandinavian backgrounds. The Ameri-
cans in turn took the Baha'i faith to Europe (1898), Ha-
waii (1901), Mexico (1909), Japan (1914), Brazil
(1919), and Australia (1920). When the Americans
heard that construction had begun on a Bahd’i house of
worship in Ashgabat (modern Turkmenistan) in late
1902, they requested permission to build one in the
Chicago area.

After the Young Turk Revolution freed Abdul-
Baha from his confinement in Acre in 1908, he was able
to travel, visiting Egypt (1910-11), Europe (1911-13),
and the United States and Canada (1912). His North
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Worshipers gather near a Babd’i temple in New Delbi, India. The Bahd’t community possesses a house of worship in each geographical region of the world.

© GEORGE W. WRIGHT/CORBIS.

American tour resulted in hundreds of newspaper arti-
cles about the Bah4'i faith, greater public knowledge of
the religion, the dedication of the site of the future
Baha'i house of worship outside Chicago (in Wilmette),
and consolidation of the Bah&'i community. While
Abdul-Baha was never able to visit Iran again, he
strengthened its Bahd'i community through his letters,
guided it in the establishment of the first Bah4'i admin-
istrative institutions, encouraged the creation of elemen-
tary schools for boys and girls, and fostered the gradual

emancipation of Iranian Bahd'i women.

Like Bahaullah, Abdul-Baha maintained an exten-
stve correspondence; some 16,000 letters are extant in
Arabic, Persian, and Turkish. In these epistles he clari-
fied his authority as interpreter and his position as ex-
emplar of the Bah4'i teachings; emphasized the impor-
tance of the Baha'i principles for social reform and
international organization; answered numerous ques-
tions about theology, philosophy, and the spiritual path
of the individual; offered extensive practical advice
about how to live one’s life, raise children, and pursue
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a career; laid down the details of the Bah4’i administra-
tive structure, especially in his Will and Testament
(1935), which he wrote between 1901 and 1908; and,
in 1916 and 1917, outlined the expansion of the faith
worldwide in his Tablets of the Divine Plan (1936).

After Abdul-Baha’s passing in November 1921, his
will and testament was read in public and, as specified
in it, authority passed to Shoghi Effendi Rabbani
(1897-1957), his grandson, a student at Oxford Uni-
versity at the time. Shoghi Effendi was appointed the
Guardian of the Baha’{ Faith. He made it a priority to
establish annually elected, nine-member local and na-
tional Baha'i governing councils (Spiritual Assemblies),
as specified in Abdul-Baha’s will. As that document stat-
ed, the national Spiritual Assemblies eventually would
constitute the electors of the Universal House of Justice,
an international governing council to which Bahaullah
and Abdul-Baha had given the authority to legislate on
matters about which Bahaullah was silent.

The shift from an informal to a formal organization
of the Bah&'i community was not without controversy,

27



BAHA'[ FAITH

Located in the Chicago suburb of Wilmette, Illinois, this Bahd’i house of
worship is the only temple of its kind in the United States. The building
and lacelike dome of concrete cmdglass are nine sided. © HULTON-DEUTSCH
COLLECTION/CORBIS.

but it consolidated the religion and initiated a period
of sustained growth. In the United States, Bahd'i mem-
bership doubled from about 1,500 to almost 3,000. By
the late 1930s the administrative bodies were sufficient-
ly established in a few countries to allow systematic pur-
suit of the goals of spreading the religion laid out in
Abdul-Baha’s Tablets of the Divine Plan. Shoghi Effendi
gave the North American Bah4'is a seven-year plan, cov-
ering the period from 1937 to 1944, that called for the
establishment of a Bah4’{ community in every state in
the United States and every province in Canada, the es-
tablishment of the nuclei of Bahd’{ communities in every
country in Latin America, and the completion of the ex-
terior of the Baha'i house of worship in Wilmette. Thus,
as war raged across much of the planet, the least-
disturbed portion was systematically exposed to the
Baha'i teachings. All the goals were achieved. The num-
ber of American Bah4’is exceeded 5,000, and the num-
ber in Latin America was in the hundreds. After a two-
year respite, a second seven-year plan (1946-53) gave
as goals the completion of the interior of the Bah&'i
house of worship in Wilmette; the election of a national
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Spiritual Assembly for Canada, as well as one Spiritual
Assembly each for Central America and South America;
and the reestablishment of the Bah4'i faith in western
Europe, where every community except the United
Kingdom'’s had been destroyed by World War II. The
German Baha’i community had suffered severely at the
hands of the Nazi government, who banned the religion
and threw some members into prisons and death camps.
This plan was also a complete success. The number of
American Bah&'is grew to 7,000, membership in Latin
America may have reached 1,000, and Europe’s Baha'i
communities counted hundreds of members. Shoghi Ef-
fendi gave the next plan, the Ten Year Crusade (1953—
63), to the 12 national Spiritual Assemblies, the goals
being to more than double the number of countries
where Baha'is resided and to raise the number of nation-
al Spiritual Assemblies to 57. Except where persecution

intervened, the crusade was successful. By the end of the
crusade U.S. membership exceeded 10,000.

Shoghi Effendi expanded the institution of the
Hands of the Cause of God, established by Bahaullah,
by appointing additional individuals to the position and
defining their individual and collective responsibilities
as “chief stewards” of the faith. He established the Aux-
iliary Board, consisting of individuals appointed by the
Hands of the Cause, who served under the Hands of
the Cause and were responsible for encouraging and ed-
ucating Bah&'is in states or regions. Defining the nature,
purpose, and chief characteristics of the Bah&'i organiza-
tional system—which was established in the same basic
form in all Bah4'i communities—may be Shoghi Effen-
di’s greatest accomplishment.

In spite of warfare and instability Shoghi Effendi
developed the Bahdt World Center in Haifa, Israel
(then British-administered Palestine). The world center
is both the spiritual center of the faith—DBahaullah, the
Bab, and Abdul-Baha are all interred there, and it in-
cludes many holy places associated with the life of Baha-
ullah—and its administrative headquarters. Shoghi Ef-
fendi’s efforts included the purchase of Bahd’i holy
places and their restoration and beautification; comple-
tion of the Shrine of the Bab, which is also the resting
place of Abdul-Baha; construction of several of the 19
monumental terraced gardens that Abdul-Baha said
should extend from the top of Mount Carmel to its base
in the city of Haifa; and erection of the International
Archives building, the first edifice on the Arc, a semi-
circle of monumental buildings that stand uphill from
the Shrine of the Bab and east of the terraces. He estab-
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Glossary

Babi a follower of Ali-Muhammad of Shiraz
(1819-50), who took the title of the Bab (Arabic:
“gate”)

Baha glory, splendor, or light; the greatest name of
God; the root word in Bahaullah, the title of the
founder of the Bahé&'i faith.

Hand of the Cause of God one of 50 individuals
appointed by Bahaullah, Abdul-Baha, or Shoghi
Effendi whose duties included encouraging Baha'is
and their institutions, advising them about the
development of the Baha'i community worldwide,
and informing the head of the faith about conditions
and developments in local Baha'i communities

huququllah “right of God”; a 19-percent tithe that
Baha'is pay on their income after essential expenses

manifestation of God an individual recognized in
Baha'i authoritative writings as a source of divine
revelation and usually as the founder of a religion

Nineteen Day Feast a special meeting of the Baha'i
community held once every Bah&'i month, with
devotional, business, and social portions

giblih “point of adoration”; the location toward
which Bahd'is face when saying their obligatory
prayer

Universal House of Justice the supreme governing
body of the worldwide Bah&'i community

ya Baha ul-abha “O Glory of the Most Glorious”; a
form of the greatest name of God

lished a formal secretariat to assist him with correspon-
dence and appointed an International Bahd'i Council to
handle relations with the local governments. In 1947
Shoghi Effendi authorized representation of the Bah#’i
faith, under the title Bah&'i International Community,
at the United Nations.

Shoghi Effendi composed some 36,000 letters to
individuals and Baha’i institutions, and dozens of com-
pilations of his writings have been published. He wrote
God Passes By (1944), a history and interpretation of the
Bah4'i faith’s development during the period from 1844
to 1944. He also answered some theological questions,
applied the spiritual path to life in the modern world,
and wrote at length on such vital matters as living a life
free of racism and prejudice. He translated most of Ba-
haullah’s chief works into English, setting the pattern
and defining the principles for later translations, not
only into English but into all the languages of the world.

Shoghi Effendi died suddenly on 4 November
1957. He did not write an official will and testament
and was unable to appoint a successor because Abdul-
Baha's will and testament specified that future Guard-
ians had to be male descendants of Bahaullah, and in
1957 no male descendants were Bah4'is. Based on
Shoghi Effendi’s designation of the Hands of the Cause
of God as “chief stewards” of the faith, they served as

interim international coordinators of the faith until the
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Universal House of Justice could be elected. The Hands
took the extraordinary step of disqualifying themselves
from the election, so that they could continue their ser-
vice to the institution of the Hands of the Cause.

While the Baha'i global community was shocked by
Shoghi Effendi’s passing, its members accepted the
Hands almost unanimously, as did legal authorities con-
cerned with the disposition of Bahd’i properties. The
chief exception was one elderly Hand of the Cause,
Charles Mason Remey, who declared himself the second
Guardian in 1960. His claim was ignored by all but a
few hundred Bah&’is (Baha'i membership worldwide was
about 400,000 at the time).

In April 1963 Shoghi Effendi’s Ten Year Crusade
ended, and delegates representing 56 national Spiritual
Assemblies elected the nine-member Universal House
of Justice. It has since been elected every five years. It
guided the steady growth of the Bahd’i faith worldwide
through a series of plans (196473, 1974-79, 1979—
86, 1986-92, 1993-2000, and 200I-06) generally
known by their period of duration (Nine Year Plan, for
example). It also managed several developmental mile-
stones in the growth of the Bahd’i community.

During the turbulent 1960s and early 1970s the
Baha'i faith experienced explosive growth in every region
of the globe except the countries behind the Iron Cur-
tain and most Islamic countries, where it was prohibited
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or severely restricted. Developed countries saw the en-
rollment of tens of thousands of youth in the Bah4'i
community. Even more dramatic was the attraction of
a few million members of minorities—such as blacks
and American Indians in the United States and Rom
(gypsies) in Europe—and traditional rural peoples in
Africa, Latin America, Asia, and Oceania. Demand for
Bah4'i literature dramatically increased. The rapid ex-
pansion of Bah&'i membership created significant con-
solidation challenges for a religion that had no clergy
and that was organized by elected governing bodies. The
dramatic expansion among minorities continued in
some places into the 1990s.

The expansion of the Bah4'i faith among popula-
tions in lesser-developed areas of the globe stimulated
projects for social and economic betterment. Some proj-
ects had begun before 1921, especially in Iran, but for
the next 60 years the focus was on firmly establishing
Bah4't administrative bodies. Starting in 1979 radio sta-
tions geared to the needs of rural populations were es-
tablished in Ecuador, Bolivia, Peru, Chile, Liberia, and
South Carolina, where about 10,000 rural African
Americans had become Baha'is. Bahd'is instituted village
schools in hundreds of localities; a number of larger re-
gional schools had significant budgets. Other projects
focused on health, agriculture, tree planting, and the em-
powerment of women. Reinforcing these efforts was the
Universal House of Justice’s decision in 1983 to estab-
lish an Oftice of Social and Economic Development at

the Baha't World Center.

Persecution of members of the Bah4'i faith in Iran
dramatically increased after a revolution swept away
Iran’s secular monarchy and established an Islamic re-
public in 1978 and 1979. All Bah'{ institutions were
banned, thousands of Baha’is were imprisoned, some
200 were executed for their beliefs, and Bah4'i commu-
nity property and the community’s development
bank—worth several billion dollars—were confiscated.
Iran’s 300,000 Bah#’is were banned from the universi-
ties. Many Baha'is were fired from government jobs, and
Bah4'is experienced various forms of discrimination be-
cause of their religion, such as having their insurance
policies declared invalid, denial of hospital treatment,
harassment by mobs, denial of justice in the courts, and
burglary. Some 30,000 Bah&’is fled the country. To mo-
bilize public opinion Bah4’i communities throughout
the world expanded their offices of public information
to bring the plight of Iran’s Baha'is to the attention of
the media. Offices of external affairs were established
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or expanded to present the Iranian Bahd'{’s situation to
governments, which resulted in a number of legislative
resolutions condemning the persecution of the Iranian
Bah4'is, including resolutions by the United States Con-
gress and the European Parliament. The Baha'f Interna-
tional Community’s office at the United Nations was
expanded, and it became a leading nongovernmental or-
ganization affiliated with the UN system.

The expansion in membership resulted in a corre-
sponding increase in Bah4'i literature and art. The num-
ber of books published about the Baha'i faith every year
increased about tenfold in the 1980s. The number of
Bah4'i musical recordings expanded similarly; in 1992
Bah4'i gospel music became popular. The number of
languages in which at least a few Bahd’i prayers and
scriptural passages could be found increased to more
than 800. The Bah&'i scriptures in English were en-
riched with the translation of four volumes of works by
Bahaullah and one each by the Bab and Abdul-Baha.
The first Association for Baha'i Studies was founded in
Canada in 1974; a dozen more were subsequently estab-
lished around the world. A great increase in the number
of Bah#'is with graduate degrees in religious studies,
Middle Eastern studies, and other subjects in the hu-
manities—coupled with a wave of expatriated Iranian
Bah&'is deeply knowledgeable about the Bahd’i scrip-
tures in the original Persian and Arabic languages—
produced important scholarly works in Bah&'i history,
theology, and scriptural studies. The expansion of Bah4'i
scholarship created some tensions among intellectuals
over interpretations by Shoghi Effendi and the Univer-
sal House of Justice, the need of National Spiritual As-
semblies to continue conducting prepublication reviews
of books and articles about the faith, and the role of dis-
course in the Bahd'i community.

The development of Baha'{ institutions continued
during this period. Since Hands of the Cause could only
be appointed by a Guardian, and because the Universal
House of Justice had ruled that no additional Guardians
could be appointed, in 1968 the Universal House of
Justice created the institution of the Counselors to carry
the responsibilities of the Hands into the future. Conti-
nental Boards of Counselors are appointed to a renew-
able term every five years. In 1973 the Universal House
of Justice established the International Teaching Center
at the Bah&'i World Center to advise it about the expan-
sion and protection of the Baha'{ faith and coordinate
the Continental Boards of Counselors. The Universal
House of Justice appointed all the Hands and a group
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of international Counselors to its membership, trans-
ferred the Auxiliary Boards to the jurisdiction of the
Counselors, and called for the appointment of assistants
to the Auxiliary Board members, who are to be appoint-
ed by individual Auxiliary Board members with the ap-

proval of the Counselors.

The growth of the Bah&'i community also necessi-
tated creation of a new level of elected coordinating
councils between the local and national Spiritual Assem-
blies. The Universal House of Justice approved the re-
quest of a number of national Spiritual Assemblies—the
first was India—to establish Baha'i councils in states or
regions. In 1997 it established regional Bahd’{ councils
more Widely throughout the world. In some nations
councils are elected annually by the members of the local
Spiritual Assemblies in the council’s region; in other na-
tions the national Spiritual Assembly appoints the coun-
cil directly or appoints the council from among the peo-
ple who received the highest number of votes from local
Spiritual Assembly members. Starting in 2001 national
Bahd’i communities were divided into small planning
units called “clusters.” Since local Baha'i communities
are defined according to civic jurisdictional lines and be-
cause some cities, such as Los Angeles, have very large
Bah4'i communities, local communities were in many
cases allowed to divide themselves into “sectors.”

The continued expansion of the Baha'i faith re-
quired the creation of additional institutions and de-
partments at the Bah&'i World Center, such as the Inter-
national Teaching Center, the Office of Public
Information, the Research Department, and the Office
for Social and Economic Development. The support
staff in Haifa expanded from a dozen persons in 1963
to some 700 in 2000. The need to explain the Bah4'i
faith and its principles prompted the Universal House
of Justice to release a peace statement in 19885, a state-
ment in 1988 about individual rights and responsibili-
ties in the world order of Bahaullah, and a letter to the
world’s religious leaders in 2002.

The increase in staff required a considerable expan-
sion in facilities, and the growing Bah4'i community was
in the position to support a building program. Shoghi
Effendi’s plans to build a series of buildings of great
beauty and majesty on the Arc in Haifa were advanced
when the Seat of the Universal House of Justice, the
Seat of the International Teaching Center, and the Cen-
ter for the Study of the Sacred Texts—each clad in Pen-
delikon marble and built in a modified classical style—
were completed by 2000. The I9 terraces climbing the
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side of Mount Carmel from base to summit were also
completed and opened to the hundreds of thousands of
tourists who visit each year. Bah'i holy places in or near
Haifa were purchased, restored, beautified, and opened
to visiting Baha'{ pilgrims.

CENTRAL DOCTRINES The basic teachings of the
Bah4'i religion are found in the writings of Bahaullah
and Abdul-Baha and in the authoritative interpretations
of Shoghi Effendi. The central teachings are often sum-
marized as the oneness of God, the oneness of religion,
and the oneness of humanity.

Bahaullah describes God’s essence as qualitatively
different from that of human beings and thus ultimately
beyond their understanding. The essence of God can be
understood as having such attributes as omniscience,
omnipotence, and omnipresence and as having a rela-
tionship with human beings based on such qualities as
love, justice, majesty, mercy, compassion, patience, gen-
erosity, kindness, beneficence, and self-subsistence.
Thus, in spite of God’s ultimate unknowability and oth-
erness, Bahd'{s maintain a personal, prayer-filled rela-
tionship with their Creator.

The Baha'{ scriptures say that God created the spiri-
tual and physical worlds but that there was never a time
when creation did not exist; the relationship is causal,
not temporal. All things are said to reflect attributes or
qualities of God, and thus one can learn about God
through contemplation and the study of creation.
Human beings have a unique station in creation because
they can know and love God and because they potential-
ly can reflect all the attributes of God.

The Bahd’i concept of the oneness of religion stems
from the Bah&'i concept of the manifestation of God,
one of the special souls sent by God to educate humani-
ty. Unlike human beings, manifestations are preexistent
(whereas humans come into existence at the moment of
conception) and have a special relationship with the di-
vine that includes direct access to revelation. Manifesta-
tions are born in this world with ordinary human bo-
dies, and they mature and acquire language and a
culture, but they always have access to innate knowl-
edge. They often begin their missions by withdrawing
into the wilderness. They preach or write down their
teachings, which eventually become expressed in scrip-
tural form. They speak about how humans should live
their lives in a loving and moral relationship with others
and how they should prepare for what comes after
death. They often criticize existing social and cultural
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institutions and are strongly opposed by their genera-
tion, often suffering death or exile as a result. But their
revelation becomes the basis of a movement that en-
dures and grows into a religious tradition, with its own
doctrines, structures, and rituals. Sometimes a manifes-
tation’s particularly prominent followers or successors
also have a lesser form of prophethood conferred on
them (the Old Testament prophets or the Shiite Mus-
lim imams, for example). Finally, manifestations proph-
esy, in symbolic language, the coming of a future mani-
festation, thereby inspiring messianic expectations
among some of their followers.

The Bah&’i scriptures identify as many as 14 indi-
viduals as manifestations of God. Adam and Noah are
mythic figures whose status as manifestations may be
symbolic. Salih and Hud are prophetic figures who
came to Arab tribes before the advent of Islam (they are
also mentioned in the Koran) and may be manifesta-
tions. The Sabean religion, mentioned in the Koran and
the Baha'{ scriptures, was founded by a manifestation
whose name is lost. Abraham, Moses, Jesus, Muham-
mad, the Bab, Bahaullah, and Zoroaster are described by
Bahaullah as manifestations. Abdul-Baha spoke of the
Buddha as a manifestation, and Shoghi Effendi added
Krishna. Bahaullah noted that the names of countless
manifestations have been lost to history. Bahaullah,
Abdul-Baha, and Shoghi Effendi state that information
about manifestations and their teachings is often limit-
ed, especially manifestations that arose in preliterate so-
cieties. While all the above figures are male, there is
nothing in the Baha'i scriptures that precludes female
manifestations, and many preliterate cultures have had
female cultural heroes. Revelation must be relevant to
culture and the needs of contemporary society; conse-
quently, all revelations are partially time-bound and
eventually are superceded. This includes Bahaullah’s rev-
elation, which Bahaullah said would endure at least a
thousand years and then be followed by the teachings

of another manifestation.

Because the Baha'i scriptures view all religions as
founded by manifestations, they are seen as progressive-
ly unfolding stages in the same religion of God. Bah&’is
are encouraged to “consort” with the followers of all re-
ligions in friendliness and fellowship because they all are
heirs to divine guidance. The Bah4'i faith, however, does
not maintain that all the past religions interpreted their
founding revelations infallibly or that the traditions de-
veloped in a perfect way. Differences of doctrine among
the traditions are attributed to differing social condi-
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tions shaping the expression of the revelation and to
human-inspired interpretations. As a result, the major
religions share some common ethical and spiritual prin-
ciples but differ vastly in the details of their doctrines
and rituals.

The oneness of humanity is the principle of the
Baha'i faith that shapes its ethical and social teachings.
One aspect of the teaching is that humanity has its ori-
gin in a common stock, and all peoples have been equal-
ly endowed with intelligence, creativity, morality, and
divine guidance. Thus, the principle implies the funda-

mental equality of all human beings.

The Baha'i scriptures understand the oneness of hu-
manity to include the equality of men and women. An
important metaphor likens humanity to a bird with two
wings, the male and female; unless both wings are equal-
ly developed, the bird of humanity cannot fly. To pro-
mote the equality of men and women, Bah4'i communi-
ties make efforts to improve the condition of women
inside the Baha'i community, especially in developing
countries, and often engage in projects to assist women
in general, such as vocational and literacy training or co-
operative business projects. Bah4’{ communities are par-
ticularly aware of the insight, reported in the profession-
al development literature, that in many countries the
emancipation of women is crucial to lowering the birth-
rate, improving infant health, and raising family income.

The Baha'i scriptures explicitly condemn racism, es-
pecially in the context of the relations between whites
and blacks in the United States. While traveling in the
United States, Abdul-Baha spoke about strengthening
the love between whites and blacks. He addressed the
1912 annual convention of the National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and he
advocated interracial marriage as a way to overcome ra-
cial prejudice. Shoghi Effendi offered many specific sug-
gestions for improving race relations (see sidebar). The
American Bahd'{ community has a long history of build-
ing racially integrated communities, even when the local
laws made it extremely difficult, and has achieved a de-
gree of success in attracting African Americans and
other minorities to its membership. Worldwide the
Bah4'i faith has often spread among members of minori-
ty groups before gaining a significant following from the
majority group. Because they are defined by existing
civic boundaries rather than neighborhoods, Bah4'i com-
munities typically are racially and ethnically diverse.

The abolition of prejudices of all kinds is a princi-
ple clearly related to equality of the sexes and races. It
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is also associated with the Bahd'i principle of indepen-
dent investigation of truth (that is, that each individual
must develop the capacity to make independent judg-
ments about the world) and is essential to the Bah&’i
practice of consultation, which is considered vital to the
achievement of social justice.

The manifestations devote much of their attention
to guiding individuals in how to live their lives. Bahaul-
lah states that human beings have the “twin duties” of
recognizing the manifestation of God in their age—
Bahaullah, for example, in this age—and obeying the
manifestation’s laws and teachings. Neither duty, he
notes, is acceptable to God without the other, a position
that, in Christian terms, could be said to call for both
faith and good works, though Bahaullah does not use
the Christian term “salvation” extensively. In order to
accept the manifestation, individuals must search for the
truth, freeing themselves from prejudices and the opin-
ions of others, in compliance with the principle of inde-
pendent investigation. (In abolishing the clergy, Bahaul-
lah eliminated its role in guiding or mediating the
search.) Bahaullah’s mystic writings are replete with
metaphors and stories of the mystic journey and the
quest for the divine. In passages that fuse mystical and
ethical qualities, he also describes in great, often poetic,
detail the virtues and divine attributes a person must
strive to obtain throughout life (see sidebar).

Bahaullah revealed specific laws and principles of
spiritual conduct. Echoing the Five Pillars of Islam, he
required Bah4'is to repeat an obligatory prayer daily, to
fast, to go on pilgrimage, and to pay a tithe. He empha-
sized that the true spiritual path lies not in celibacy, mo-
nasticism, and asceticism but in creating loving mar-
riages, raising spiritually attuned children, and pursuing
a vocation that serves humanity. Service to others is one
of the most important virtues one can exercise.

According to the Baha'{ scriptures, human social
evolution has been guided by the manifestations and has
been characterized by ever-larger social units: family,
tribe, city-state, and nation. Bahaullah says that humani-
ty has now reached a stage of maturity comparable to
adolescence and is capable of creating social and govern-
ing systems on a global scale. He claims that his religion
brings the principles for such a social reorganization.

Central to the Baha'{ approach to implementing all
of its principles is the concept of unity. Unity can be
understood as existing at various levels. The simplest in-
volves collaboration between persons in areas of com-
mon concern. Unity deepens, however, as trust grows
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stronger and as prayer creates spiritual ties and fosters
mutual love, until those involved achieve the ideal of
being “one soul in many bodies.” Building unity is a
constant concern of Bah#’is, both among themselves and
in the world around them. When Bah4’is meet to discuss
matters together, they often begin with prayer, partly to
create a spirit of unity. The relationship of Bahd'is to
non-Baha’fs is similarly to be characterized by openness
and a desire to work cooperatively in areas of mutual

concern.

The Bah&'i practice of consultation provides the
practical means to strengthen and deepen unity. Consul-
tation involves a series of principles expressed as behav-
iors in a decision-making context: that all participants
in consultation must be respected and feel free to con-
tribute; that all ideas deserve consideration free from
prejudice; that ideas belong to the group once they have
been voiced, not to the person who voiced them; that
no one should feel insulted or intimidated in the consul-
tation process; and that advocacy of ideas must be re-
placed by an effort to seek the truth together.

Antithetical to the ultimate goal of spiritual unity
is partisanship, which creates a lesser loyalty to a smaller
group, fosters distrust and superstition between groups,
and can even prevent collaboration. Bahd'{ governing

councils have no organized factions or caucuses. Terms
like “liberal Bahd'i,” “conservative Bahd’i,” or “funda-
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mentalist Bah4'i” have no clear meaning to Baha'is.
Bah#'i elections are held without nominations, slates of
candidates, or campaigns because such activities are seen
as partisan and divisive. Baha'i elections are a sacred act.
Voting always begins with prayer and often includes the
reading of authoritative Bahd'i texts that describe the
spiritual prerequisites for those who hold elected office.
Each individual votes silently and privately according to
his or her consideration of the needs of the office or

body being filled by election and to the dictates of per-

sonal conscience.

The Baha'{ rejection of partisanship means that
Baha'is are forbidden from joining political parties.
When Bahais petition governments for assistance—as
in the case of the persecuted Iranian Bahd'is—they seek
multiparty support for their concerns. Since the rule of
law is essential for the functioning of any society,
Baha’is obey laws and do not involve themselves in non-
violent civil disobedience to bring about social change.
Rather, they demonstrate their principles through per-
sonal example and in ways that strengthen unity.
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Racism and Racial Prejudice:
A Passage from the Baha’i
Authoritative Texts

As to racial prejudice, the corrosion of which, for
well-nigh a century, has bitten into the fiber, and
attacked the whole social structure of American soci-
ety, it should be regarded as constituting the most
vital and challenging issue confronting the Bah&'i
community at the present stage of its evolution. The
ceaseless exertions which this issue of paramount
importance calls for, the sacrifices it must impose,
the care and vigilance it demands, the moral courage
and fortitude it requires, the tact and sympathy it
necessitates, invest this problem, which the
American believers are still far from having satisfac-
torily resolved, with an urgency and importance that
cannot be overestimated. White and Negro, high and
low, young and old, whether newly converted to the
Faith or not, all who stand identified with it must
participate in, and lend their assistance, each
according to his or her capacity, experience, and
opportunities, to the common task of fulfilling the
instructions, realizing the hopes, and following the
example, of Abdul-Baha. Whether colored or noncol-
ored, neither race has the right, or can conscien-
tiously claim, to be regarded as absolved from such
an obligation, as having realized such hopes, or hav-
ing faithfully followed such an example. A long and
thorny road, beset with pitfalls, still remains untrav-
eled, both by the white and the Negro exponents of
the redeeming Faith of Bahaullah. On the distance
they cover, and the manner in which they travel that
road, must depend, to an extent which few among
them can imagine, the operation of those intangible
influences which are indispensable to the spiritual
triumph of the American believers and the material
success of their newly launched enterprise. sHoGH]
EFFENDI, THE ADVENT OF DIVINE JUSTICE (1939)

MORAL CODE OF CONDUCT Bah4'i ethical and moral
teachings may be classified into three categories: duties
to God, duties to oneself, and duties to others. Much
of the following discussion has been summarized from
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Udo Schaefer’s “Towards a Bahd'i Ethics,” which ap-
peared in The Bahd’ Studies Review (1995).

The first category encompasses loving and worship-
ing God, accepting God’s manifestation, obeying the
laws that God reveals, trusting in God, fearing God, and
maintaining steadfastness of faith, servitude, and piety.

Bahaullah assigned the highest rank to these duties.

The second category comprises the duties of per-
sonal spiritual development and transformation, includ-
ing detachment, self-renunciation, selflessness, self-
denial, purity, and chastity. These assist the individual
in establishing the correct relationship to the physical
world. While the Bah&'i scriptures do forbid certain be-
haviors—such as backbiting, lying, consuming alcohol,
taking mind-altering drugs, and sexual relationships
outside marriage—moderation is generally emphasized.
The physical world is not seen as evil or as a source of
temptation as much as it is seen to provide opportuni-
ties to do either good or bad. It should be enjoyed in
moderation and with an attitude of detachment.

The third category encompasses virtues guiding our
relationships with others. Unity may be seen as its key
principle, for the ultimate goal of the Baha'i faith is spir-
itual and social unity among human beings. Crucial to
the achievement of this unity are love and justice; the
former binds humans together and motivates individuals
to live virtuously with others, while the latter requires
corrective action, even punishment, to regulate behav-
iors when they go beyond their bounds. The two also
balance each other, with love preventing justice from de-
generating into cruelty and with justice preventing love
from slipping into sentimentality and laxity. Other es-
sentials for creating unity include truthfulness, trustwor-
thiness, moderation, wisdom, prudence, compassion,
mercy, devotion to others, kindliness, courtesy, and re-
spect.

It is noteworthy that the supreme Baha'i governing
body is termed the Universal House of Justice and that
the local and national Spiritual Assemblies are eventual-
ly to be named local and national Houses of Justice.
Their names underline the role of these bodies in estab-
lishing justice in the world in order to foster unity. It
is also notable that the virtues enumerated in the second
and third categories are essential for the Bahd'{ practice
of consultation to be successful, for it calls individuals
to rise to as high a level of maturity as possible, relating
to each other with respect and courtesy, treating ideas
with detachment, examining issues with wisdom, and al-
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ways viewing everything from the point of view of unity,
love, and justice.

The Baha'i scriptures not only describe positive
qualities necessary for living an ethical life. They also
call on individuals to eschew wickedness, the making of
mischief, envy, covetousness, malice, naughtiness, pride,
sloth, idleness, cruelty to animals, bigotry, hate, strife,
dissension, rancor, unseemly talk, backbiting, cursing,
hypocrisy, and fanaticism.

SACRED BOOKS The sacred texts of the Baha'i faith
consist of the writings of Bahaullah, the Bab, and Abdul-
Baha. Bahaullah, the founder, composed at least 15,000
letters and a hundred or so essays and books. A few hun-
dred writings of the Bab are extant. Abdul-Baha wrote
some 16,000 letters, and he wrote or approved the com-
pilation of a half dozen authoritative books, which have
been translated into English. The writings of Shoghi Ef-
fendi are authoritative and binding, but not sacred; he
also wrote about 36,000 letters. About 20 volumes of
his writings (mostly compilations of letters) have been
published in English. Finally, the Universal House of
Justice writes letters itself and oversees a department
that writes letters on its behalf in response to questions
from individuals and organizations. The letters receive
institutional review and approval and thus are consid-
ered authoritative.

Because of their uplifting inspirational quality and
status as scripture, the Bible, the Koran, and sacred texts
of other religions are used by Bah&'is in their worship
alongside the writings of Bahaullah, the Bab, and Abdul-
Baha. But because some of their guidance on how to
conduct life has been superceded by the Bah4'i scrip-
tures, Baha'is do not use the scriptures of other religions
to determine how to live their lives. Accounts about Ba-
haullah, Abdul-Baha, and Shoghi Effendi by individuals
often contain recollections of statements they made, but
such accounts, termed pilgrim’s notes, are not consid-
ered scriptural or authoritative unless a head of the faith
has reviewed the text and approved it.

SACRED SYMBOLS The Bah4'i faith has two sacred
symbols that are variants of the Arabic word Baha
(glory). The Greatest Name (ya Baha ul-abba, “O Glory
of the Most Glorious”), written in calligraphic Arabic
script, is often displayed on walls in a place of honor.
The ringstone symbol, derived from the Arabic letters
in Baha, is incorporated in jewelry and is sometimes
placed on walls. Bahd’is commonly use the nine-pointed
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star as the principal Bahd'i symbol, but it is not an offi-

cial symbol of the faith.

Bahaullah was painted and photographed, but pic-
tures of him are regarded as too sacred to publish. Only
a few copies exist. They are displayed only in the ar-
chives at the Bah&'i World Center, and only on special
occasions, and are treated with great reverence. The
same practices are followed with a painted portrait of
the Bab. Many photographs and painted portraits of
Abdul-Baha exist, as well as a short motion picture. The
pictures are widely displayed but are treated with great
respect.

EARLY AND MODERN LEADERS Because the Bah4’i
faith has no clergy and emphasizes organization through
governing councils, leadership is defined as exemplifying
the qualities of the servant, such as humility, patience,
active listening, and putting the needs of others first.
Charismatic personalities are not favored, though they
were more common before the Baha'{ organizational
system was established. Many of the early prominent
figures in the Bahad' faith were teachers who spread it
widely. A few are described below.

Jamal Effendi (died in 1898), born a Shiite Muslim
in Iran, became a Babi in the 1850s or 1860s, and then
he became a Baha'i. In about 1874 or 1875 Bahaullah
asked him to travel to India to teach the Baha'i faith
there. He crisscrossed the country repeatedly and spoke
to large crowds—mostly Muslim—about the Baha'i
teachings, attracting some people to the religion. In
1878 he traveled to Burma (Myanmar), where he settled
for several years, initiating Bah&'i communities in Man-
dalay and Rangoon (now Yangon). From 1884 to 1886
Effendi traveled to Thailand, Singapore, Malaysia, Java,
and Sulawesi to teach the Baha'i faith. His was the earli-
est effort to spread the religion in those regions. After
Effendi visited Bahaullah in Acre to make a report of
his travels in 1888, Bahaullah sent him on a trip to Aden
and India that also included a journey through Tibet to
Central Asia and Afghanistan. He returned to Acre in
1896, at which time Abdul-Baha sent him to Iran to
teach the faith. He spent his last days in Acre, passing
away there in 1898.

Thornton Chase (1847-1912) is generally recog-
nized as the first American member of the Bah4'i faith.
Born in Springfield, Massachusetts, and raised a north-
ern Baptist, Chase served in the Union army during the
American Civil War as a white officer of a black infan-
try unit, attended Brown University, started a series of
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unsuccessful businesses, and went on to become an
actor, chorus director, silver prospector, poet, and in-
ventor. He began a spiritual search that led him to Swe-
denborgianism for five years and then to the Bahd'i faith
in 1894. He gradually emerged as perhaps the central
member of the governing council of the Chicago Baha'is.
He was one of the first Americans to grasp the impor-
tance of organization as it later emerged under Shoghi
Effendi and to stress the Bah&'i principles of consulta-
tion. He spread knowledge of the Bah&'i Fast and holy
days widely in the United States. He published two of
the earliest important books on the faith: In Galilee
(1908), an account of his visit to Abdul-Baha in Acre,
and The Bahd’i Revelation (1909), an introductory text.

Martha Root (1872—-1939) was the most impor-
tant American Baha'{ itinerant teacher. An 1895 gradu-
ate of the University of Chicago, she was a journalist
with some experience of international travel when she
became a Bah4't in 1909. In 1915 she began her first
trip to teach the Bah4'i faith, visiting Baha’{ communities
in Europe, Egypt, India, Burma, Japan, and Hawaii. In
1919 Abdul-Baha's Tablets of the Divine Plan, a series of
epistles to the North American Bah4'is calling on them
to spread the Bah&’i faith across the world, were read
at the national Bah&'i convention in New York City, and
Root immediately left for South America, where there
were as yet no Baha's. For the next 20 years—until she
died of cancer in Honolulu on her way back to the
mainland United States—R oot traveled almost contin-
ually, visiting every inhabited continent. She earned her
living by selling travel stories to American newspapers.
She usually visited a local newspaper when entering a
city for the first time and used reprints of the resulting
newspaper articles about her visit as a Bah&'i pamphlet.
She contacted Theosophists, Esperantists, and other
groups open to new ideas to tell them about the Bah4'i
faith. Other Baha'is corresponded with and visited her
contacts if Root was unable to follow up. Upon her
passing, Shoghi Effendi declared her a Hand of the
Cause of God.

Ruhiyyih  Rabbani  (Amatul-Baha  Ruhiyyih
Khanum, née Mary Maxwell) (1910-2000) was the
daughter of May Bolles Maxwell and William Suther-
land Maxwell, a prominent Canadian architect. Her par-
ents hosted Abdul-Baha when he visited Montreal in
1912. In 1937 Mary Maxwell married Shoghi Effends,
who gave her the titles Amatul-Baha (Handmaiden of
Baha) and Ruhiyyih Khanum (Lady Ruhiyyih, a name
that means “spiritual””). She served as one of Shoghi Ef-
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fendr’s chief secretaries and assistants, and he named her
a Hand of the Cause of God in 1952. Upon Shoghi Ef-
fendi’s unexpected death in 1957, she played a central
role in holding the Bahd’i community together through
the organizational crisis that followed. Once the Uni-
versal House of Justice was established she began a series
of extensive journeys, and in the next 30 years she visited
virtually every country in the world, focusing in particu-
lar on encouraging Bahd’is of tribal backgrounds and
rural Bah4'is in developing countries. She often served
as the ofticial representative of the Baha'i faith at impor-
tant ceremonial and diplomatic events. She wrote several
noteworthy Baha'i books, as well as a volume of poetry.

She is buried in Haifa, Israel.

MAJOR THEOLOGIANS AND AUTHORS Mirza Abul-
Fadl (1844—1914) was a Shiite clergyman who became
a Bahd’{ in 1876. He was instrumental in taking the
Bah#’i faith to Iranian Jews and Zoroastrians and was
imprisoned in Tehran for his beliefs. Subsequently he
moved to Ashgabat, Turkmenistan, and played an active
role in the Bahd'i community there. In 1894 Abdul-
Baha urged him to move to Egypt, the intellectual capi-
tal of the Arab world. There he became a faculty mem-
ber at Al-Azhar University, where he introduced the
Bah4'i faith to dozens of Egyptians until he was fired
for his beliefs. In 1900 Abdul-Baha asked him to move
to the United States, where he was instrumental in deep-
ening the new faith of American Baha's. In 1904 he re-
turned to Egypt, where he spent the last decade of his
life. He authored three important studies of the Baha'i
faith, one of which, Bahd’i Proofs (1902), was an early
textbook on the Bah4'i faith. His writing demonstrates
a vast knowledge of the Jewish, Christian, and Muslim
scriptures and sensitivity to such matters as scientific
history and higher biblical criticism, even though he
could not read any Western languages. He wrote several
responses to written attacks against the Baha'{ faith.
Two of his works are still in print in English.

Horace Holley (1877-1960) was a Connecticut
Yankee and Williams College graduate who became a
part of the American expatriate community in Paris,
where he joined the Bah&'i community during Abdul-
Baha’s visit in 1911. Returning to the United States, he
settled in New York and became a writer and editor.
He published several books and articles on the Bah4'i
faith, including Bahd’ism: The Modern Social Religion (1913)
and The Social Principle (1915). Because of his organiza-
tional skills, he was elected to the Spiritual Assembly
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Bahaullah, the founder of the
Baha’i faith, on How to Live
One’s Life

Be generous in prosperity, and thankful in adver-
sity. Be worthy of the trust of thy neighbor, and look
upon him with a bright and friendly face. Be a treas-
ure to the poor, an admonisher to the rich, an answer-
er to the cry of the needy, a preserver of the sanctity
of thy pledge. Be fair in thy judgment, and guarded
in thy speech. Be unjust to no man, and show all
meekness to all men. Be as a lamp unto them that
walk in darkness, a joy to the sorrowful, a sea for the
thirsty, a haven for the distressed, an upholder and
defender of the victim of oppression. Let integrity and
uprightness distinguish all thine acts. Be a home for
the stranger, a balm to the suffering, a tower of
strength for the fugitive. Be eyes to the blind, and a
guiding light unto the feet of the erring. Be an orna-
ment to the countenance of truth, a crown to the
brow of fidelity, a pillar of the temple of righteous-
ness, a breath of life to the body of mankind, an
ensign of the hosts of justice, a luminary above the
horizon of virtue, a dew to the soil of the human
heart, an ark on the ocean of knowledge, a sun in the
heaven of bounty, a gem on the diadem of wisdom, a
shining light in the firmament of thy generation, a
fruit upon the tree of humility. BAHAULLAH, EPISTLE
TO THE SON OF THE WOLF, c. 1891

of the Baha'is of New York City. In 1923 he was elected
to the National Spiritual Assembly of the Bah4'is of the
United States and Canada, and he served as executive
secretary for that body for most of the next 35 years.
In that position he was able to serve Shoghi Effendi
closely while the latter used the American Baha'i govern-
ing body to develop and test the practical implementa-
tion of Baha'i administrative principles. The resulting
practices were then applied elsewhere in the Bah&'i
world. Holley was also chief editor of various Bah&'i
quarterly magazines and a yearbook called The Bahd't
World. Holley drafted many statements made by the Na-
tional Spiritual Assembly. In 1951 Shoghi Effendi
named him a Hand of the Cause of God. On Shoghi
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Effendi’s passing in 1957, Holley moved to Haifa, Isra-
el, to serve on the nine-member temporary coordinating

body of the Baha'i faith. He died in Haifa in 1960.
Alain Leroy Locke (1885-1954) was the first Afri-

can-American Rhodes scholar and one of the first Afri-
can-Americans to complete a Ph.D. in philosophy at
Harvard University. He was a longtime member and
chair of Howard University’s philosophy department
and is generally considered the dean of the Harlem Re-
naissance. In 1918 Locke became a Baha'i. He played
an important role in proclaiming Bahd'i principles di-
rectly in public gatherings throughout the American
South and indirectly through scores of books and arti-
cles about race relations, adult education, multicultural-
ism, democracy, and black art and culture. He remains
the most important Baha'{ contributor to American
thought and culture.

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE To exemplify and
spread the Baha'{ principles, Bahaullah established the
Baha’i community. (Bah4'is do not use the term church
to describe themselves collectively). If the Bah&d'i com-
munity were described in terms of the human body, the
organizational system, termed the administrative order,
would be its skeleton and nervous system. It has two
branches: elected councils and their agencies (at the
local, regional, national, and international levels) and
appointed individual consultants (at the local, regional,
continental, and international levels). At the local level
the elected branch is represented in the local Spiritual
Assembly, the nine-member governing council chosen
annually by all the adult members according to the
Baha' principles of election. Local Spiritual Assemblies
are responsible for such functions as assisting Baha'fs,
counseling them when they are in need, renting or pur-
chasing a Baha'i center for community meetings, han-
dling community funds and property, demonstrating
the Baha'i principles through projects of social better-
ment, proclaiming the Bah&’i faith in the local media,
teaching the Bah4'i faith to others, coordinating Baha'i
marriages and funerals, overseeing Bahd'i classes for chil-
dren and adults, holding devotional meetings, and spon-
soring Nineteen Day Feasts and holy day observances.
In many nations the members of the local Spiritual As-
semblies vote for the nine-member Regional Council
every 26 November, all adult Bah4'is in the region being
eligible for election. The Regional Council coordinates
Bah4'i activities in its geographic area, encouraging in
particular the teaching of the Bah4'i faith to others.
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Above the local Spiritual Assembly and the Region-
al Council is the nine-member national Spiritual Assem-
bly. Each nation is divided into electoral units, each of
which elects one or more delegates to the annual nation-
al convention. The delegates can elect to the national
Spiritual Assembly any adult Bah&'i (except a Counsel-
or) who resides in the nation and who has full member-
ship privileges. The national Spiritual Assembly elects
officers from among its own members (a chair, vice
chair, secretary, and treasurer, at minimum) and hires
staff as needed. National Spiritual Assemblies oversee
relations with national governments, interact with the
national media, own office buildings and other property
(such as schools, radio stations, and houses of worship),
often publish and distribute Baha'i literature, set the ju-
risdictional boundaries of local Spiritual Assemblies
(usually following legally recognized civil boundaries),
discipline Bah&'is for violations of Baha'i law, coordinate
efforts to emancipate women or empower minorities,
sponsor social and economic projects, and organize na-
tional campaigns to proclaim Bah&’i teachings and to
teach the Bah4'i religion to others.

At the international level the Universal House of
Justice is the nine-member governing body. It is elected
every five years in late April by members of all national
Spiritual Assemblies. All male Baha'is with full member-
ship privileges are eligible for election.

Abdul-Baha and Shoghi Effendi emphasized the
importance of the Universal House of Justice in their
writings. They stressed that the Universal House of Jus-
tice was infallible in matters essential to the Baha’i faith
and had to be obeyed by Bah&’is. The Universal House
of Justice devotes much of its time to guiding national
Spiritual Assemblies and the Bahd'i world in general, set-
ting international priorities, defending the Baha'is from
persecution, fostering study of the Bah4'i scriptures,
overseeing the translation and publication of Bah&’i
texts, and answering thousands of questions from
Baha'ts and Baha’i institutions. It issues statements
about aspects of the Baha'i faith. It maintains represen-
tation at the United Nations in New York and Geneva
under the name of the Baha'{ International Community.
It sets the boundaries of national Bahd't communities
and can disband a national Spiritual Assembly and call
for a new election if it determines that Baha'i electoral
principles were violated.

The Universal House of Justice also appoints
Counselors, the members of the principal institution of
the appointed branch of the Bah4'i administrative order.
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In 2003 there were 81 Counselors divided among five
“continental” boards, plus nine serving at the Interna-
tional Teaching Center in Haifa. The Continental
Boards of Counselors, in turn, appoint the 990 Auxilia-
ry Board members who work in specific regions within
the continents. They, I turn, appoint assistants, num-
bering in the thousands, who serve at the local level.
Counselors and Auxiliary Board members are appointed
to five-year terms; assistants are usually reappointed an-
nually. The Counselors, Auxiliary Board members, and
assistants encourage Baha'is, advise the Bah#'i elected
bodies within their spheres of responsibﬂity, inform
Bah4’is and institutions about national and international
priorities, and generate reports to the International
Teaching Center about developments at the local, re-
gional, and national levels. The Counselors and their
auxiliary institutions have no judicial or decision-
making authority over the community, but by virtue of
the Bahd'{ principle of consultation they play a central
role in strengthening the Baha'{ faith and fostering com-
munication.

HOUSES OF WORSHIP AND HOLY PLACES Bah#'i
holy places are associated with the founders of the faith
and prominent early followers. The house of the Bab
in Shiraz, Iran, where he announced his mission as a
manifestation of God in 1844, is considered a holy
place and an official place of Baha'{ pilgrimage. Confis-
cated from the Bah#’i faith by the Islamic revolutionary
government in 1979, the building was destroyed. The
house of Bahaullah in Baghdad, also an official place of
pilgrimage, was confiscated from the Bahd’{ community
in 1922. Finally, the tombs of the Bab and Bahaullah
in Haifa and Acre, Israel, respectively, are holy places
and places of pilgrimage. Other holy places at the Bah4'i
World Center include the tombs of Bahaullah’s son
Mirza Mihdi, his daughter Bahiyyih Khanum, his wife
Navvab, and Abdul-Baha’s wife, Munirth Khanum, as
well as houses where Bahaullah and Abdul-Baha lived.
Houses where Bahaullah resided in Iran and Turkey are
also holy places.

The heads of the faith have designated various other
sites as holy places, such as the tombs of individuals
martyred for their belief in Iran and those of prominent
early believers who sacrificed their time and efforts to
spread the religion. In North America the Maxwell
home in Montreal, where Abdul-Baha stayed, is a holy
place.
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The Bah4'i community possesses a house of wor-
ship in each geographical region of the world: New
Delhi, India; Frankfurt, Germany; Wilmette, Illinois
(United States); Panama City, Panama; Sydney, Austra-
lia; Kampala, Uganda; and Apia, Western Samoa. A
house of worship was built in Ashgabat, Turkmenistan,
but was confiscated and later torn down by the Soviet
authorities. A house of worship is planned for Santiago,
Chile. After this last “continental” house of worship is
completed, the focus will turn to building national
Houses of Worship around the world and, eventually,
local Houses of Worship.

A Bah’i house of worship has few architectural re-
quirements. All houses of worship must have nine sides
and nine doors. All have a dome, though this is not re-
quired, and most are surrounded by gardens. Houses of
Worship are places where Bah&’is gather for dawn
prayers, teach their children to chant prayers, and fre-
quently hold devotional services. In the prayer hall ser-
mons are not allowed, and instrumental music is forbid-
den; programs consist of the recitation of sacred
scripture by individual readers, the singing of a cappella

music based on scripture, and silent prayer.

Each house of worship is intended to be at the cen-
ter of a larger institution, the Mashriqul-Adhkar
(“Dawning Place of the Mention of God”), which is to
include educational, social, and charitable facilities, such
as a library, university, hospital, hostel for visitors, and
home for the elderly and disabled. The existing Houses
of Worship do not yet have such facilities. At present
local Bahd’{ communities purchase or rent centers for
devotional gatherings, classes, administrative activities,
and social gatherings, or they meet in homes.

WHAT IS SACRED? The Baha'i faith recognizes some
places as sacred but holds few objects sacred. Most such
objects are associated with the Bab, Bahaullah, and, to
a lesser extent, Abdul-Baha. The Bah4’i International
Archives in Haifa houses such relics as Bahaullah’s writ-
ings, clothing, and personal effects; tufts of Bahaullah’s
hair; painted portraits and photographs of Bahaullah;
and a portrait of the Bab. A Bahd'i pilgrimage includes
a visit to the International Archives. The visit is carried
out in an atmosphere of solemnity and dignity. Images
of Bahaullah are regarded as sacred; the few copies that
exist are brought out for viewing only on rare occasions.
In a more general sense the Bahd' faith considers all of
creation to reflect the names and attributes of God and
thus to be imbued with sacredness.
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HOLIDAYS AND FESTIVALS The Bah4'i faith has nine
holy days annually on which work is to be suspended.
They are Naw-Ruz (New Year), which falls on the
equinox in March; three days during the 12-day festival
of Ridvan, which celebrates Bahaullah’s public an-
nouncement of his mission as a divine messenger in
18063, of which the Ist, 9th, and 12th days (21 and 29
April and 2 May) are holy days; the Declaration of the
Bab (23 May), which commemorates the day he an-
nounced his mission as a divine messenger in 1844; the
Ascension of Bahaullah (29 May); the Martyrdom of
the Bab (9 July); the Birth of the Bab (20 October); and
the Birth of Bahaullah (12 November). Bah&’'i commu-
nities often sponsor public commemorations of these

events.

Two holy days are associated with the ministry of
Abdul-Baha: the Day of the Covenant (26 November),
which commemorates his role as the center of the cove-
nant of Bahaullah; and the Ascension of Abdul-Baha
(28 November). Work is not suspended on these days.

The Baha'i faith has a calendar of 19 months of 19
days each. Each month is named for an attribute of God,
such as Baha (splendor), Jalal (glory), Jamal (beauty),
Nur (light), and Rahmat (mercy). Each month—
usually on the first day—Iocal Bah&'i communities host
a gathering termed a Nineteen Day Feast, which in-
cludes a devotional program, a consultative portion in
which community business is discussed, and a social
portion, during which the community shares fellowship.
Only Baha'is can attend Feast. The Bah4'i community
does not have a required weekly service, mass, or other
devotional program, though weekly devotional pro-
grams are often held, especially in connection with chil-

dren’s classes (“Bahd’i Sunday school”).

Since the Bah4’t calendar is solar, and 19 months
of 19 days each totals 361 days, 4 days are added to
the calendar each year (or S in a leap year) to keep it
synchronized with the seasons. This period—the inter-
calary days—is a time of fellowship, family gatherings,

service to those in need, and gift giving.

The last month of the year—2 through 20 March,
the 19 days between the intercalary days and the New
Year—is a fast, when Bah&’is refrain from eating and
drinking from sunrise to sunset. The purpose of the fast
is to detach the individual from the material world and
focus attention on the spiritual life. Exemptions from
physical fasting are granted to children under 15, senior
citizens over 70, and adults who are pregnant, nursing,
menstruating, traveling, ill, or performing heavy labor.
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Even those who are unable to keep the physical fast,
however, are able to keep the fast spiritually by focusing
on prayer and detachment.

MODE OF DRESS Beyond the requirement that Baha'is
dress modestly (a requirement that is itself defined ac-
cording to local cultural norms) and cleanly, the Bah&'i
faith does not prescribe a mode of dress for members.
But Bahaullah specified that Baha'is should not allow
themselves to be “playthings of the ignorant,” suggest-
ing that they should avoid fads and frivolous dress.

DIETARY PRACTICES The Baha'i faith does not ban
any types of food—its scriptures declare all things
should be “clean”—nor does it require anything to be
eaten or drunk. The only dietary restrictions on Bahd’is
involve a ban on alcohol and other substances that are
significantly mind-altering, such as hashish, unless the
substance has been prescribed by a physician as part of
a medical treatment,

Bahaullah and Abdul-Baha urged a simple diet and
discussed the importance of a healthy diet in preventing
and overcoming disease. Abdul-Baha stated that eventu-
ally a vegetarian diet would be adopted widely. The
Baha'i writings on diet and health stress the importance

of being guided by scientific research.

RITUALS The Baha'i faith possesses no clergy (in the
sense of full-time ordained religious professionals with
specialized religious training) and virtually no commu-
nal ritual. Worship generally consists of celebration of
the word of God through recitation of scriptural pas-
sages and prayers, which can be selected and read by
anyone. In some cultures—notably the Iranian cul-
ture—it is customary to chant Bahd'{ scripture. Wor-
ship also includes music, especially singing. (Instrumen-
tal music is forbidden in Houses of Worship but is
often used in other contexts.) Bah&'i worship often in-
cludes songs from other religious traditions that are
theologically appropriate; in the United States, for ex-
ample, “Amazing Grace” is sometimes sung. A devo-
tional program may include brief addresses, except in
the prayer hall in a house of worship, where addresses
are not permitted. Since only Bah'{s can make financial
contributions to the Baha' faith, and their contributions
are strictly voluntary and private, Bahd'i worship never
includes a public donation of money.

The form of worship described above may be found

in various contexts: the devotional portion of the Nine-

40

teen Day Feast, the monthly gathering of the local Baha'i
community, daily worship programs at a Baha'i house
of worship, or weekly devotional programs held by local
Bah4't communities. Baha'{ weddings and funerals usual-
ly involve devotions in this form as well.

Bah#'is are directed by scripture to perform an
obligatory prayer daily. They may choose one of three
obligatory prayers: the Short Obligatory Prayer, to be
said once a day between noon and sunset; the Medium
Obligatory Prayer, to be said three times a day (in the
morning, the afternoon, and the evening); and the Long
Obligatory Prayer, to be said any time within a 24-hour
period. Both the medium and long prayers include ritual
movements. All three are to be recited while facing the
qiblib (Bahaullah’s tomb). Unlike the Muslim obligatory
prayer (salar), Bahd'{ obligatory prayers are said privately,
not congregationally. Bah&'i personal worship also in-
cludes repetition of the phrase Allah-u-Abha (“God is
most glorious”) 95 times each day. The obligatory
prayer and repetition of Allah-u-Abha are preceded by

the performance of ablutions.

The Bab, Bahaullah, and Abdul-Baha revealed nu-
merous prayers for believers to use, usually in response
to a specific need in relation to such matters as marriage,
children, spouses, health, the passing of loved ones, life
tests, and the acquisition of virtues and divine qualities
like compassion and patience. Collections of prayers,
which have been published in prayer books in many lan-
guages, are often recited by Bah&’is in their private devo-
tionals. Bahaullah exhorted Bah#'is to hold themselves
accountable each day before God, an effort that consti-
tutes a form of prayer in the individual's own words;
Bah4'is otherwise seldom pray in their own words. Baha-
ullah urged Baha'is to recite the word of God every
morning and evening. Finally, work performed in service
to humanity is considered worship.

A Baha’{ marriage ceremony consists of the recita-
tion of a vow (“We will, all, verily, abide by the Will
of God™) by the bride and groom in the presence of at
least two witnesses. Baha’is are free to choose the loca-
tion and program for the wedding ceremony. In many
countries the Bahd’{ community is empowered to con-
duct marriages, making a civil ceremony unnecessary.

A Baha'{ funeral, like a Bah'i wedding, has no fixed
program. Before interment of an adult Baha, it is oblig-
atory to recite the congregational prayer for the dead.
The prayer, which includes six verses to be repeated 19
times each, is recited by one person on behalf of every-
one present. Bahd'i prayers are often recited and songs

Worldmark Encyclopedia of Religious Practices



sung during the funeral or at the grave site. Funeral and
memorial services might include biblical texts or pas-
sages from other scriptures, especially if the family of
the deceased is not Baha'i.

Baha'i law specifies that Baha'is should not be cre-
mated. The body of the deceased is to be washed and
wrapped in cotton or silk and placed in a coffin of
wood, stone, or crystal, and a burial ring is to be placed
on the finger. The body should not be transported more
than an hour’s distance from the place of death and
should be buried facing the giblih, the holiest place to
Baha'is.

Bah4'is are encouraged to go on pilgrimage once in
their lifetime if they are able. Pilgrimage to the Bah#’i
World Center is a nine-day event that includes visits to
various holy places, such as the tombs of the Bab and
Bahaullah. Unlike the Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca, it
can be performed any time of the year, but it requires
submitting an application to the Universal House of
Justice.

RITES OF PASSAGE The Bah4'i faith does not have a
prescribed baptism, a rite of passage for youth, or a re-
quired ceremony for converts. When someone wishes
to become a Bah4i, he or she first declares his or her
faith in some manner, often by signing an enrollment
card. Sometimes one or more persons appointed by the
local Spiritual Assembly meet with the declarant to
make sure the person understands the Bah&'i faith, at
least at a minimal level. Then the person is enrolled as
a member of the Bah&'i community. Membership is
clearly defined because it has privileges: Only members
can attend Feast, vote or be voted for in Baha'i elections,
and contribute money to the Bahd’i faith.

MEMBERSHIP Bahd'is have a spiritual obligation to
teach the Bah&'i faith to others, and the scriptures give
ethical guidelines as to how the faith is to be taught.
Three principles stand out: that people are taught the
Bah4'i faith in ways that involve no coercion, bribery,
or deceit; that, in their personal relations with people
who inquire about the faith, Bahd’is follow the princi-
ples of consultation, such as active listening and seeking
the truth together; and that Baha'is teach their religion
to others through personal moral and spiritual example,
establishing warm and reciprocal friendships, offering
a wise and appropriate explanation of their beliefs, quot-
ing appropriate passages from the Bah4'i scriptures, and
actualizing the teachings in their daily activities. Bah4'i
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institutions organize events to present Bah4'i teachings
to the public, orchestrate media campaigns to proclaim
Bah4't principles, and sponsor social and economic de-
velopment projects that express Baha'{ principles in ac-
tion. Bah&'f institutions also encourage Bahd'is to move
to cities and villages to establish new Baha'i communi-
ties, an effort known as pioneering. Most major Baha'i
institutions maintain informational websites. Some run
informational radio stations.

RELIGIOUS TOLERANCE Bahaullah exhorted the
Bah4'is to “consort with the followers of all religions in
friendliness and fellowship.” The Bah&’is have a long
history of lively and positive interchange with members
of other religions and, since the rise of the modern inter-
faith movement, of involvement in efforts to work with
other faiths. Because the Baha'{ scriptures recognize the
validity of all major religions and see them all as derived
from revelation or inspired by the same divine source,
the Bah&'i religion has no problem with accepting, pray-
ing with, and working with other religions. Bahd’is may
attend services of other faiths, and most Baha’i events
are open to all. The Baha'{ principle of consultation
means that Bah#'is should approach other religionists
positively and openly. Bahd’is have been active in plan-
ning the Parliaments of the World Religions held in
1993, 1999, and 2004. Bah4’i communities are mem-
bers of many international, national, and local interfaith
organizations.

The Baha'i faith forbids the use of physical coercion
in matters of religion and supports the principle of free-
dom of worship and religious assembly. Baha'is are sub-
ject to severe oppression in many Islamic countries and,
in the past, were persecuted by fascist and some commu-
nist regimes and by a few dictators, such as Idi Amin
of Uganda. In Iran as many as 20,000 Babis and Baha'is
were killed for their beliefs between 1844 and 1900.
Since the Islamic Revolution of 1978-79, some 200
Bah4’is have been executed for their beliefs, and thou-
sands more have been fired from their jobs, harassed,
imprisoned, tortured, denied hospital treatment or in-
surance coverage, refused equal rights in courts, expelled
from universities, and in many cases expelled from pub-
lic elementary and high schools.

SOCIAL JUSTICE The Baha'{ scriptures exhort Bah&’is
to be “anxiously concerned” about the world around
them. They also stress that the social problems of the
world are caused by the lack of recognition of such prin-
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ciples as the oneness of humanity and the ethic of unity
that are fundamental to Bah4'i belief.

Bahaullah called on the nations of the world to re-
nounce armaments, reduce their militaries to a size suffi-
cient to meet internal security threats only, and enter
into collective agreements to defend one another in case
of outside attack. He called for a summit of world lead-
ers to meet and deliberate on the common problems of
humanity. He also called on humanity to establish a uni-
versal currency and universal weights and measures and
to adopt a universal auxiliary language to supplement
existing languages in the international arena.

Bahaullah singled out the British system of govern-
ment as praiseworthy and “good” because it embraced
both the principle of monarchy and of consultation of
the people through Parliament. He stressed the impor-
tance of consultation in all matters, raising it to a princi-
ple of central importance to society and culture. He ex-
horted monarchs and presidents to be concerned about
the poor and to uphold justice.

Bahaullah and his son Abdul-Baha showed a deep
interest in economic development and modernization.
Bahaullah abolished the Islamic ban on interest, thereby
allowing the creation of modern banking systems. He
and Abdul-Baha supported the creation of modern
schools, including the first Baha'{ school in Iran. Bahaul-
lah described work as a form of worship, a way to ex-
press one’s creativity, serve humanity, carry forward the
advance of civilization, and earn a living for one’s fami-
ly. He thus abolished notions that secular work was un-
spiritual or inferior to a lifestyle of contemplation and
prayer. Abdul-Baha rejected the idea, prevalent in much
of the Middle East at the time, that European or foreign
ideas are automatically suspect. He called on nations to
accept or reject ideas based on consultation and experi-
mentation rather than prejudice.

The Baha'{ scriptures call for universal compulsory
education to assure that everyone acquires literacy and
a basic knowledge of the world. The scriptures offer at
least two reasons for universal literacy: so that everyone
can read and study the word of God on their own, with-
out the need of intermediaries to interpret or explain it;
and so that everyone can make a contribution to human-
ity’s “ever-advancing civilization.” Village literacy
schools are among the most common projects for social
improvement sponsored by Bah&'i communities in un-
derdeveloped regions. In the United States after-school
tutoring is sponsored by some local Bahd'i communities.

Worldwide both individual Bah4’is and Baha'i commu-
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nities sponsor or collaborate with others in thousands
of projects for the social and economic betterment of
human beings.

The Baha'i scriptures delineate a few basic econom-
ic principles for adjusting the economy of the world.
The acquisition of wealth is not condemned; rather, it
is seen as essential in order to provide for one’s family
and assist the poor. Wealth confers a responsibility on
its possessor. The Bahd'{ scriptures enjoin everyone to
acquire a vocation in order to earn a living in the world;
neither the rich nor the poor are to be idle, and begging
is forbidden. Abdul-Baha advocated a graduated income
tax by which those unable to support their families are
assisted by the surplus income of the wealthier members
of the community.

Bahaullah’s law of huququllah (“right of God”) is rel-
evant here. The law states that Bah4'is must examine
their expenditures, divide them into two categories (nec-
essary and surplus), and periodically pay to the Bah4'i
faith a I9 percent “tithe” on the surplus. While there
are guidelines about how to determine one’s necessary
expenses, the individual has considerable leeway in ap-
plying the guidelines. For example, housing expenses can
be regarded as necessary expenses, but an individual can
decide that because he or she has a larger house that is
necessary, it would be appropriate to regard the differ-
ence between a smaller and a larger house as a surplus
on which the right of God must be paid. The law re-
quires that Baha'is examine the material dimension of
their lives and consider whether they are living in too
much luxury.

The principles mentioned above foster among
Baha'is a sense of financial responsibility and develop
recognition of the importance of generosity and material
sacrifice for others. They also intended to result in feel-
ings of solidarity with all peoples, regardless of skin

color, religion, class, or temperament.

While Bah4'is are often involved in projects for so-
cial betterment, they are careful to avoid partisanship
and partisan politics. The Bah&'i emphasis on unity
means that Baha'is reject approaches to social improve-
ment that are based on divisiveness and the solidarity
of one group at the expense of others. When Baha'is
support specific legislation—such as ratification of
United Nations treaties against genocide and violence
toward women—they seek to contribute to efforts that

have broad support.

Worldmark Encyclopedia of Religious Practices



SOCIAL ASPECTS The Baha'i scriptures regard mar-
riage as the foundational institution in human society.
Bahaullah referred to marriage as a “fortress for well-
being and salvation.” He recommended it highly and
discouraged celibacy.

The Bahd'i scriptures forbid arranged marriages but
require the permission of all living parents before a mar-
riage can take place, unless the parents are unable to give
permission because of mental incapacity. The wedding
vow (“We will, all, verily, abide by the Will of God™)
establishes a Bahd'i marriage as a kind of love triangle,
with God at its apex. Sexuality is regarded as only one
aspect of marriage, albeit an important one. The only
proper expression of sexuality, from the point of view
of the Bah&' scriptures, is a heterosexual relationship in-
side a marriage. Bahaullah stated that, in the future,
Bah4'is who commit adultery should pay a fine to the
House of Justice; the sum starts small but doubles each
time the offense is repeated.

Divorce is strongly discouraged but allowed. A cou-
ple having marital difficulties should seek counseling
and, if that fails, should initiate a year of waiting while
they reside separately and continue to attempt to recon-
cile. Any resumption of sexual relations or cohabitation
requires a new start to the year of waiting. During the
year of waiting the husband has an obligation to support
the wife and children. After the year is over, if reconcili-
ation has proved impossible, the couple may divorce.

Bahaullah in a verse exhorted married couples to
bring forth one who will “remember” God, which has
been interpreted to mean that a couple should strive to
have at least one child. The mother is understood to be
the first educator of the child, but the father has impor-
tant educational responsibilities as well. The father is
seen as the principal breadwinner of the family. But fam-
ilies are free to arrange their lives so that the mother
works and the father stays at home with the children if
that is best for them.

The Baha'i scriptures use the metaphor of a growing
tree to describe the raising of children. Just as a tree
must be pruned and directed to grow straight, children
must be guided and sometimes disciplined, but without
resort to harsh punishment, beating, or tongue-lashing.
The spiritual education of children—that is, to raise
them as generous, loving, caring human beings who
serve others and worship their Creator—is of para-
mount importance, though literacy and other basic edu-
cation are also compulsory.
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CONTROVERSIAL ISSUES The Bah#'i community sel-
dom takes public stands on controversial issues that are
matters of individual conscience. It does not expect
those who are not Baha'is to adhere to Baha’i standards
of behavior.

The Bah4'i authoritative texts state that an individu-
al's soul comes into existence at the time of conception.
Birth control techniques that prevent the implantation
of a fertilized egg and thus kill it, such as intrauterine
devices, are not to be used by Baha'{s. Bahd’is may use
birth control methods that prevent conception (such as
birth control pills and condoms) in order to plan the
timing and spacing of their children. Bah&'i couples are
exhorted not to use birth control in order to remain
childless, as the raising of at least one child is regarded
as an important part of marriage. A couple’s birth con-
trol decisions are considered private, and Bah4'i commu-
nities or institutions do not concern themselves with
such matters.

Since the Baha'{ authoritative texts regard life as be-
ginning at the moment of conception, abortion is seen
as taking a life. Accordingly, Baha'is should not regard
it as a birth control option. If the life of the mother is
endangered, however, or if other medical problems arise,
it is left to individuals to make their decisions regarding
abortion in consultation with their doctors. The Uni-
versal House of Justice has chosen not to legislate about
such matters. Bahd’is are not asked whether they have
had abortions, nor are they penalized for having them.
Because the abortion issue has become immensely politi-
cized, the Bahd'i community does not take any position
on such matters as legalizing or banning abortions.

The Baha'i faith permits divorce, though it discour-
ages the practice. The Bah&'i community does not take
positions on the legalization or legal restriction of di-
vorce.

Since the Bah4'i faith has no clergy, it has none of
the problems that many religious communities have
with women serving as clergy. Women have been mem-
bers of local and national Spiritual Assemblies since the
formation of the first such bodies in the United States
in the first decade of the twentieth century. Women also
have served as Hands of the Cause of God, which is con-
sidered the highest-ranking position a Bahd'i can occu-
py. The Bah&'i scriptures said in the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury that women had the right to marry whom they
wished, divorce, own property, and practice a voca-
tion—rights that did not exist in most societies of that

day. In the early twentieth century Abdul-Baha said that
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women should enter all the fields occupied by men, be-
coming great scientists and physicians, and that women
should be elected as presidents and prime ministers of
nations. It may therefore seem surprising that women
cannot serve in the Universal House of Justice, the
Bah4'i faith’s highest coordinating council. The Baha'i
scriptures give no reason for this exception but state that
the reason will be clear in the future. The Universal
House of Justice has added that the exemption has

nothing to do with the issue of equality of the sexes.

Like other religious communities, the Bah4'i faith
has had to deal with dissidence and schism. Abdul-Baha
strongly emphasized the covenant, which among other
things is a teaching that God will protect and guide the
Bah4'i community through the individual or institution
at its head and that the community will obey the head’s
decisions. Individuals who disagree with a position of
the head of the faith—currently the Universal House
of Justice—are free to hold their views privately and to
enter into dialogue with the Universal House of Justice
on the subject in dispute.

In rare circumstances individuals have come out in
active opposition to the head of the Bah4'i faith and
have sought to create their own alternative version of
the faith. In those cases, after an effort to bring about
reconciliation, the head of the faith has declared the per-
son a covenant breaker. Baha'is are not to associate with
covenant breakers in social and religious contexts and
are discouraged, though not forbidden, from reading the
person’s writings or maintaining economic contact with
the person—through business transactions, for example.
Historically this policy has been remarkably effective in
preventing the creation of Baha'{ sects. When Bahaullah,
Abdul-Baha, and Shoghi Effendi died, a few individuals
disputed the succession and claimed leadership for
themselves, but the resulting movements rarely acquired
more than a few hundred followers and usually lost their
momentum in two or three decades. Currently there
exist two or three small groups who disputed the succes-
sion after Shoghi Effendi’s passing, earlier such groups
having all faded away. For example, the Orthodox
Bah4’is, with 100 or so members concentrated in New
Mexico, claim that Charles Mason Remey was the right-
ful successor to Shoghi Effendi. Another group, the
Baha’is Under the Provision of the Covenant (BUPC),
who separated from the Orthodox Bah&’is, also has
about 100 members.

Dissidence within the mainstream Bah4'{ communi-
ty has been relatively rare, in spite of the religion’s diver-
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sity of ethnic and religious backgrounds. Although it
has supported scholarly collaboration and the creation
of international distance-learning courses, since the
1990s the Internet has fostered controversy over such
issues as the role of women in the Bahd'i community,
especially their ineligibility for membership in the Uni-
versal House of Justice, as well as the practice of institu-
tional review before publication of all works written by
Baha’is about the faith; the rejection of nominations and
campaigns in Bah4' elections; the rejection of homosex-
uality as a legitimate lifestyle for Baha'is; the relation-
ship between Baha'{ institutions and academic scholar-
ship; and the nature and purpose of discourse in the
Bah4'i community, especially in changing teachings and
policies. Although only a few hundred persons may have
taken part in this lively discussion, they have included
individuals of some intellectual influence. Perhaps a
dozen of the latter have separated from the mainstream
Bah4'i community because of their differences over be-
liefs and practices, and several have published works
critical of the Bah4'i community.

CULTURAL IMPACT Because the Bahd’i faith is only a
little more than 150 years old and has a relatively small
number of widely scattered adherents, its cultural and
artistic impact remains nascent. While Bahd'{-inspired
art forms may emerge in the future, the emphasis re-
mains on the expression of Bahd'{ principles through the
existing diverse cultures of the world.

Bah4't Houses of Worship, also called Bah4'i tem-
ples, are perhaps the best example of this effort. All tem-
ples must have nine sides and nine doors, with an audi-
torium facing toward Bahaullah’s tomb in northern
Israel. All have domes and gardens. But beyond these
characteristics, the temples are architectural expressions
of culture. The first Bah&'i temple, in Ashgabat, Turk-
menistan, had a principal entrance resembling the grand
entrances of mosques typical of Iran and central Asia,
and it had structures resembling minarets. The Bah#’i
temple in Wilmette, Illinois, was an attempt to express
Bah&'i principles in a wholly new architectural form, one
with some features of cathedral domes and mosque min-
arets and with geometric interior and exterior ornamen-
tation that included both European Christian and Is-
lamic motifs. The temple in Kampala, Uganda, was
designed to resemble a traditional African hut and used
native art forms in its decoration. The temples in Pana-
ma and Western Samoa also extensively utilized native
art forms in their ornamentation. The temple outside
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Frankfurt, Germany, featured an ultramodern glass and
steel design expressing the rebirth of postwar German
society. The temple in New Delhi, India, represents a
gigantic opening lotus flower in marble. The lotus is an
ancient symbol in various Indian religions.

The Bahd’t World Center in Haifa, Israel, has also
expressed Baha'i principles in its structures. The exteri-
ors of the buildings generally have used classical Greek
and Roman architectural forms, such as marble pillars
and marble cladding to convey a sense of timelessness
and majesty. The building interiors have been filled with
furniture and objets d’art that express the richness and
diversity of culture around the world, such as Persian
carpets, Chinese vases, classical European furniture, Af-
rican sculpture, and modern abstract paintings. The ad-
ministrative buildings have been laid out on an arc that
crosses the slope of Mount Carmel, pivoting around
several sacred tombs. The buildings and tombs are set
in magnificent and extensive gardens. Another set of 19
garden terraces stretches from the foot to the summit
of Mount Carmel. The tenth and centermost terrace is
occupied by the Shrine of the Bab, the resting place of
both the Bab and Abdul-Baha, the holiest Bah&'i place
in Haifa. The effect of the proximity of sacred tombs
and administrative buildings is to fuse the timeless sa-
cred and the administrative, underlining the essential na-
ture of the latter to the Baha'{ faith’s development and
progress. Set in immense gardens, both the sacred and
the administrative structures are infused with an Edenic,
utopian quality.

Individual Bah4’is have made numerous contribu-
tions to the arts, though it is not necessarily clear to

what extent their contributions reflected their identities
as Bah&’is. The best known Western examples are Dizzy

Gillespie (1917-93), in jazz music; Jim Seals (born in
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1941) and Dash Crofts (born in 1940), in popular
music; Mark Tobey (1890—1976), in abstract painting;
Bernard Leach, in pottery (1887-1979); Alain Locke
(1886-1954), in philosophy; and Robert Hayden
(1913-80), in poetry. Bah4'i principles that most often
are used as themes in art by Baha'is are the unity of reli-
gion, the oneness of humanity, unity in diversity, and
appreciation for forms and motifs drawn from many
cultural contexts.

Robert Stockman
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FOUNDED: Fifth century B.C.E.

RELIGION AS A PERCENTAGE OF
WORLD POPULATION: 6 Percent

OVERVIEW Buddhism is the world’s oldest missionary
religion. Since its beginnings some 2,500 years ago in
northern India, it has spread to nearly every region of
the world. There are now more than 350 million Bud-
dhists in the world, most of whom belong to one or the
other of the two major schools: the Mahayana and the
Theravada. About 98 percent of the world’s Buddhists
can be found in Asia, but there are significant Buddhist
communities throughout Europe, North America, and
Australia. There are Buddhists who are poor rice farm-
ers in Malaysia and who are wealthy business owners in

Chicago.

As it has spread, Buddhism has by necessity also
changed, expanding to adapt to many different cultural,
linguistic, and geographical settings, incorporating local
beliefs and practices, and shifting to accommodate often
fluid social and political contexts. The Buddhist tradi-
tion thus displays an incredible variety of beliefs and
practices. There is no central Buddhist organization, sin-
gle authoritative text, or simple set of defining practices.
Buddhism is, to its core, a pluralistic religion.

Despite its incredible diversity, though, there are el-
ements that cut across the many contexts in which Bud-
dhism and Buddhists flourish. These elements include
beliefs and traditions that, although perhaps slightly dif-
ferent depending on their specific settings, could be rec-
ognized and practiced by all Buddhists. For instance, all
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Buddhists recite the simple formula known as the Three
Refuges (also known as the Triple Gem): “I go for ref-
uge to the Buddha, I go for refuge to the dharma, I go
for refuge to the sangha.” Buddhists can be heard chant-
ing these lines in Colombo, Bangkok, Beijing, Sidney,
Rome, or Los Angeles. Certain core philosophical tenets
and beliefs that cut across the Buddhist world include
karma, nirvana, and renunciation. While attention must
be paid to the diverse contexts, beliefs, and practices of
Buddhism, the Buddhist tradition as a whole can also
be fruitfully examined.

Perhaps the single most significant unifying factor
for the world’s diverse Buddhist populations is the fig-
ure of the Buddha himself, Siddhartha Gautama. Al-
though the various schools of Buddhism have different
specific understandings of and attitudes toward the
Buddha, each of them, without exception, recognizes,
respects, and reveres him. What makes the Buddha so
significant in Buddhism is not simply that he is the
founder of the religion but also that he serves as the
template for every Buddhist, the model for the life of
the individual. It is not enough to receive and under-
stand his teachings or to worship him; rather, one must

strive to be like the Buddha—to replicate his life.

HISTORY The founder of Buddhism, Siddhartha Gauta-
ma, who would later be known simply as the Buddha,
was by birth what we would now call a Hindu. Al-
though Buddhism breaks with the Hindu tradition in
significant ways, it was at the start very much a reform
movement from within Hinduism. It is thus essential to
understand something of the religious worldview of
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WHEEL OF THE DHARMA. The Wheel of
the Dharma symbolizes aspects of the Buddha's
teachings. It represents the preaching (“turning”)
of his first sermon and also, with its eight spokes,
Buddhism’s Eightfold Path. The path is a guide
to living life compassionately and nonviolently.

(THOMSON GALE)

India in the sixth century B.C.E. in order to understand
the Buddha’s own religious worldview and why Bud-
dhism took the particular shape that it did.

The Buddha was born into a world in flux, of shift-
ing religious ideals and changing social structures. The
dominant religion in northern India up until this point
was Brahmanism, based on a body of texts called the
Vedas, which had developed orally beginning about
1500 B.C.E. This religious system was also beginning to
be challenged from a number of fronts.

The Vedic religious world was one of numerous de-
ities, or devas, many of whom were personiﬁed forces of
nature. Humans could interact with and influence these
devas via sacrifice; offerings such as grain, milk, and ani-
mals were placed in a sacrificial fire by a priest, or Brah-
man, and “consumed” by the gods. In return, according
to the Vedas, humans would receive boons from the
gods: abundant crops, healthy sons, protection, and so

on.

This was, furthermore, a hierarchical religious
world, formally defined by the division of society into
four classes, or varnas, membership in which was deter-
mined solely by birth. At the top were the sacrificial
priests, the Brahmans. It was their role and duty to per-
form the religious rituals and to preserve and recite the
Vedas—to memorize the thousands of verses, to chant
them at the sacrificial rituals, and to orally pass these
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texts on to successive generations of Brahmans. In so
doing, the Brahmans maintained the order, or dharma
(Pali, dhamma), of the world, assuring that the gods
would be appeased. Directly below the Brahmans in the
hierarchy were the Kshatriyas, the warriors and sociopo-
litical rulers. Just as it was the duty of the Brahmans to
maintain the order of the divine world, so was it the
dharma of the Kshatriyas to preserve order in the human
realm. Below the Kshatriyas were the Vaishyas, the culti-
vators and keepers of domestic animals. It was their
dharma, accordingly, to provide food and material
goods. Below them were the Shudras, the laborers and
servants, whose dharma it was to ensure the cleanliness
of the other three classes of humans. Outside this system
was a group called untouchables, or outcasts, who had
no defined role in the social system and who were
viewed as disorderly, as adharmic in character and na-
ture.

This was a system of mutual dependence but also
of restriction. There was no upward mobility in this sys-
tem. One Vedic text (the “Purusha Shukta” of the Rig
Veda) that describes the creation of the universe envi-
sions this social system as a human being who is sacri-
ficed to create the world: the Brahmans are the mouth
of the human (because of their oral preservation and
performance of the sacred verses of the Veda); the Ksha-
triyas are the arms (because they are the “strong arms”
of the social world); the Vaishyas are the thighs (the
support of the body); and, significantly, the Shudras are
the feet (the lowest but in many ways the most funda-
mental). Thus, social and cosmic order (dharma) can be
maintained only if each part of the body is present and
“healthy.” Certainly the feet are lower than the head, but
without the feet the body cannot stand.

A new genre of religious discourse, a body of texts
known as the Upanishads, began to emerge out of the
Vedic ritual religious world sometime between the sev-
enth and the fifth century B.C.E. Although they would
eventually become part of Hinduism, these texts—
orally transmitted, like the Vedas—began to question
the efficacy of the formal sacrifice and introduced essen-
tial new religious ideas that would be adopted, in part,
by the Buddha: the idea of rebirth (samsara), the law of
cause and effect (karma), the concept of liberation
(moksha) from samsara, and the practice of asceticism
and meditation (yoga).

As the ideas of the Upanishads began to spread,
some individuals took them to heart and set out to expe-
rience the liberation that they described. These individ-
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BUDDHISM

A Buddhist devotee prays at a temple in Bodh Gaya. Bodh Gaya is the site of Buddha’s enlightenment and continues to be a major place of pilgrimage
for monks and laypeople throughout the Buddbist world. © DAVID CUMMING; EYE UBIQUITOUS/CORBIS.

uals renounced their ties to the material world and set
out as wanderers, spreading these new ideas even farther
and debating philosophical and meditational points.
These various wanderers were called shramanas, and the
earliest Buddhists saw themselves as a subset of this
group of itinerant religious seekers. Also among these
individuals was Mahavira, the founder of another new
religious tradition, Jainism.

At about the same time, important social changes
were in process along the Gangetic Plain in northern
India. Kingdoms began to emerge out of the smaller kin-
ship structures, and with these kingdoms came cities and
highly structured systems of government. Furthermore,
trade routes began to develop between these cities, and
with trade came both economic growth and the emer-
gence of a monied merchant class. This latter group is
particularly important in the emergence of Buddhism,
for although they had economic status, they, as members
of the Vaishya caste, did not have religious status; the
Buddha would offer a new religious path that allowed
them to develop that status.

Buddhist tradition holds that the man who would
become the Buddha was born in a small village near
what is now the border between Nepal and India in the
middle of the sixth century B.C.E. He was born into a
Kshatriya family, part of the Shakka clan, and was given
the name Siddhartha (he whose goal will be accom-
plished) Gautama.
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According to legend, his birth was asexual. In a
dream that his mother had, the fetus was implanted in
her womb by a white elephant. His father, upon learning
of his wife’s unusual impregnation, had the dream inter-
preted by a group of Brahman priests, who stated that
the boy was destined to greatness, either as a great king
(cakravartin) or a religious leader. From the start it was
clear that he would be an extraordinary human being.
Siddhartha emerged from the womb—some versions
have him diving out of his mother’s side—and immedi-
ately took seven steps in each of the four directions, pro-
claiming that he was the foremost creature in each of
them.

Because of the prediction of the priests, Sidd-
hartha’s father kept him confined to the palace grounds,
making sure that the young boy could see and experi-
ence only sweetness and light. In an early sermon, the
Buddha describes his childhood this way: “Bhikkhus
[monks], I was delicately nurtured, exceedingly delicate-
ly nurtured, delicately nurtured beyond measure. In my
father’s residence lotus-ponds were made: one of blue
lotuses, one of red and another of white lotuses, just for
my sake. . . . My turban was made of Kashi cloth [silk
from modern Varanasi|, as was my jacket, my tunic, and
my cloak. . .. I had three palaces: one for winter, one
for summer and one for the rainy season. .. . In the rainy
season palace, during the four months of the rains, I was
entertained only by female musicians, and I did not
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Pilgrims place ﬂower pemls on a set of large footprints cast in a circular stone. The footprints symbolize both the Buddba’s former pbysiml presence on

earth and bis temporal absence. © LINDSAY HEBBERD/CORBIS.

come down from the palace” (from the Anguttara
Nikaya). Within the confines of the palace, Siddhartha
lived, essentially, a normal Brahmanical life, passing
from the student stage to the beginnings of the house-
holder stage, but all the while being groomed to eventu-
ally become king. He married and had a child, a son
named Rahula.

One day Siddhartha persuaded his chariot driver to
take him outside the gates of the palace, and there he
saw the first of four things that would transform his life.
Upon seeing an old man, Siddhartha asked his driver,
“Good charioteer, who is this man with white hair, sup-
porting himself on the staft in his hand, with his eyes
veiled by the brows, and limbs relaxed and bent? Is this
some transformation in him, or his original state, or
mere chance?” The driver answered that it was old age,
and the prince asked, “Will this evil come upon me
also?” The answer was, of course, “Yes.”

On two subsequent trips outside the palace
grounds, Siddhartha saw a diseased man and then a dead
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man, and on each occasion he had much the same dis-
cussion with the driver. These first encounters with suf-
fering (dubkba; Pali, dukkha) transformed the happy prince
into a brooding young man. As one text puts it, “He
was perturbed in his lofty soul at hearing of old age, like
a bull on hearing the crash of a thunderbolt nearby.”
Siddhartha wondered if perhaps this luxurious palace
life was not reality but instead was an illusion of some
sort, and he thenceforth wandered around in a profound
existential crisis.

The fourth thing he saw was a wandering ascetic,
and having encountered not only the dubkba that charac-
terizes the world but also, in the ascetic, a potential way
out of this realm of suffering, Siddhartha resolved to
leave the palace and go out into the world and wander
in search of the truth. He sneaked out in the middle of
the night after first going to his sleeping father to ex-
plain that he was not leaving out of lack of respect nor
out of selfishness but because he had a profound desire
to liberate the world from old age and death, from the
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The Wheel of the Dharma stands between statues of deer in Deer Park in Sarnath, Tibet. Early Buddbism employed a variety of visual symbols to
communicate aspects of the Buddba’s teachings. © CHRISTINE KOLISCH/CORBIS.

fear of suffering that comes with old age and death. In
short, Siddhartha wanted to rid the world of suffering.

He went off and quickly mastered meditation with
a variety of teachers, but he was frustrated and thought
that there must be something more than what he experi-
enced as only temporary meditational trances. He thus
set out on his own and was soon joined by five other
shramanas. Together they began a course of rigorous as-
ceticism. Siddhartha applied himself with great rigor to
this radical lifestyle for several years, getting to the point
that he could sit in meditation for days, barely eating.
The narratives of his life story say that at this point he
could exist on a daﬂy diet consisting of one sesame seed,
one grain of rice, or one jujube. Eventually he reached
a state in which he was barely breathing, barely alive:
“Because of so little nourishment, all my limbs became
like some withered creepers with knotted joints; my but-
tocks like a buffalo’s hoof; my back-bone protruding
like a string of balls; my ribs like rafters of a dilapidated
shed; the pupils of my eyes appeared sunk deep in their
sockets as water appears shining at the bottom of a deep
well; my scalp became shriveled and shrunk as a bitter
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gourd cut unripe becomes shriveled and shrunk by sun
and wind . . . the skin of my beﬂy came to be cleaving
to my back-bone; when I wanted to obey the calls of
nature, I fell down on my face then and there; when I
stroked my limbs with my hand, hairs rotted at the roots
fell away from my body” (from the Majjhima Nikaya).

While meditating one day Siddhartha remembered
a passing moment in his childhood when he had slipped
into a state of utter calm and equilibrium as he watched
a plough turn the earth. He realized with this simple vi-
sion that he must somehow return to that humble mo-
ment and forge a middle path between the extreme as-
ceticism he had been practicing (and which only leads
to more suffering) and the sensual indulgence of his for-
mer life in the palace. His fellow shramanas abandoned
him, cursing and denouncing him as weak willed. At this
point a passing woman named Sujata saw the emaciated
renouncer that he had become and offered him a simple
gift, a bowl of rice gruel. With this modest nourishment
Siddhartha sat down beneath a ficus tree near the town
of Gaya (known as Bodh Gaya after the Buddha attained
enlightenment here) and made rapid progress. In the
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middle of his meditations he was challenged by an evil
superhuman being named Mara, the embodiment of
temptations of all kinds, as well as of fear, delusion, and
death. In defeating Mara, Siddhartha metaphorically
overcame all such hindrances and quickly attained en-
lightenment, or bodhi (awakening).

After his awakening, at the age of 35, the Buddha
spent several weeks meditating on the various aspects of
the truth, which he called dharma, that he had realized.
He was initially hesitant to share his teachings, however,
for he felt that the complexity of his meditational vision
would be too difficult for humans to grasp and would
lead to further confusion and suffering. At this point,
according to the tradition, the gods went to the Buddha
to convince him to accept his vocation of teacher, ap-
pealing to his compassion and assuring him that in fact
there were people capable of understanding the dharma.
One god used the image of a lotus pond: In a lotus pond
there are some lotuses still under water or even under
the mud; there are others that have risen only up to the
water level; and there are still others that stand above
water and are untouched by it. In a similar way, in this
world there are people of different levels of develop-
ment. Thus challenged, the Buddha determined to pro-
claim the insight he had gained and set out for nearby
Sarnath, where he would offer his first discourse on the
dharma.

The Buddha’s first “sermon” was given to the very
ascetics who had earlier joined him during his medita-
tions but had lost faith in him. They gathered around
him as he spoke of what is known as the first turning
of the Wheel of the Dharma. He laid out the basic out-
line of his knowledge and experience of enlightenment
to these five shramanas. This first discourse represents,
in many ways, the beginning of Buddhism, since it is
with the sharing of his personal religious experience that
the Buddha created the organized religion that is Bud-
dhism.

The content of that first sermon was so powerful,
the tradition maintains, that the Buddha’s first five dis-
ciples quickly—after one week—attained enlighten-
ment, becoming arbats (worthy ones). These first five
followers, in turn, went forth and began to teach the
dharma that the Buddha had shared with them; this is
the beginning of the Buddhist sangha, the community
and institution of monks that is at the heart of the reli-
gion. For the next 40 years the Buddha traveled almost
without stop throughout India, sharing the dharma and
gathering followers. He did, however, stay in one place
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for three months out of every year during the monsoon
season. This period, known later as the rain season re-
treat, became an essential element in the formation not
only of Buddhist monasticism but also of a Buddhist lay
community. Monks settled in small communities
throughout India, debating amongst themselves, estab-
lishing a formal religious canon and an accepted body
of religious practices, and sharing the Buddha’s teach-
ings with the laypeople. The laity, in turn, supported the
monks materially by providing them with shelter, food,
robes, and alms bowls.

Toward the end of his life, the Buddha instructed
his followers that no single person or group of people
could hold authority over the community of monks and
laypeople. Rather, the authority was to be shared by all.
As much as this created an egalitarian religious commu-
nity, it also, after the Buddha’s death, opened the way
both for productive debate about the meaning and sig-
nificance of the teachings that the Buddha had left be-
hind and for disagreement and schism. Initially the Bud-
dha’s teachings were only preserved orally by followers
who had actually heard his discourses. These teachings
were gathered in three collections, or “baskets.” These
three sets of what the tradition regards as the Buddha’s
actual words are known as the Tripitaka (Pali, Tipitaka):
the Vinaya (Discipline), the Dbarma (Doctrine), and the
Abbidharma (Pali, Abhidhamma; Advanced Doctrine). As
these collections were being formed, debates arose
among the different groups of monks about the content
of these discourses as well as their significance. Further-
more, new situations that had not been explicitly ad-
dressed by the Buddha arose, leading to the need for new

rules and resulting in further disagreements.

These debates often led to schisms within the Bud-
dhist community. The tradition records that shortly
after the Buddha’s death a council was held in the town
of Rajagriha (present-day Rajgir, in Bihar) to discuss is-
sues of doctrine and practice; another council was held
about a century later. As a result of the disagreements—
over proper practice and doctrine—voiced at these
councils, the sangha eventually divided into two differ-
ent lines of monastic ordination, the Sthavira (Elders)
and the Mabasanghika (Great Assembly), whose differ-
ences initially mostly revolved around issues of monastic
discipline, or Vinaya. These two groups would evolve
into the Theravada and Mahayana, respectively, devel-
oping different doctrinal and ritual standards and be-
coming established in different parts of Asia.
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Glossary

anagarika ascetic layperson
arhat worthy one

bhikkhu monk

bhikkhuni female monk

bodhi enlightenment; awakening

bodhisattva an enlightened being who works for the
welfare of all those still caught in samsara

Ch’an (Zen in Japan) a school of Mahayana Buddhism
dana proper giving; generosity
deva deity; divine being; divine

dharma (Pali, dhamma) the teachings of the Buddha;
order (in Hinduism)

duhkha (Pali, dukkha) suffering; unsatisfactoriness

Eightfold Path (marga; Pali, magga) a systematic and
practical way to realize the truth and eliminate suf-
fering, traditionally divided into three distinct phases
that should be progressively mastered

Four Noble Truths the doctrinal foundation of
Buddhism: (1) the existence of suffering, (2) the
arising of suffering, (3) the cessation of suffering,
and (4) the Eightfold Path

karma law of cause and effect; act; deed

Mahayana (sometimes called Northern Buddhism) one
of two major schools of Buddhism practiced mainly
in China, Japan, Korea, and Tibet; evolved from the
Mahasanghika (Great Assembly)

nirvana the absolute elimination of karma; the
absence of all states (the Sanskrit word literally
means “to blow out, to extinguish”)

pancha sila five ethical precepts; the basic ethical
guidelines for the layperson

prajna wisdom
puja honor; worship
samsara the cyclical nature of the cosmos; rebirth

samudaya arising (of suffering); the second noble
Truth

sangha community of monks
shramana wanderer
sila ethics; morality

10 paramitas 10 perfections of the bodhisattva: (1)
dana (generosity), (2) sila (morality), (3) ksanti
(patience and forbearance), (4) virya (vigor, the end-
less and boundless energy that bodhisattvas employ
when helping others), (5) dhyana (meditation), (6)
prajna (wisdom), (7) upaya (skillful means), (8) con-
viction, (9) strength, and (10) knowledge

Theravada (sometimes called Southern Buddhism) one
of two major schools of Buddhism practiced mainly
in Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar [Burmal, Sri Lanka,
and Thailand; evolved from the Sthavira (Elders)

Three Refuges, or Triple Gem the Buddha, the dhar-
ma, and the sangha; the taking of the Three Refuges
is a basic rite of passage in Buddhism

tripitaka (Pali, tipitaka) three baskets, or three sets;
the Tripitaka (Pali, Tipitaka), a collection of the
Buddha's teachings—the Vinaya (Discipline), the
Dharma (Doctrine), and the Abhidharma (Pali,
Abhidhamma; Advanced Doctrine—forms the basis
of the Buddhist canon

upaya the concept of skillful means
Vajrayana, or Tantra a school of Mahayana Buddhism

Wheel of the Dharma visual symbol representing the
Buddha's preaching his first sermon and also, with
its eight spokes, of Buddhism’s Eightfold Path
Yogacara, or Consciousness-Only school of Buddhism

One of the most important figures in the history
of Buddhism was Ashoka, the ruler (230-207 B.C.E.) of
a large empire in India who not only became a Buddhist
himself but established a model of dharmic kinship that
would remain the standard template for all Buddhist
rulers to follow. Ashoka erected numerous large stone
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pillars throughout India with edicts inscribed on them.
These edicts laid out many of the basic aspects of the
Buddha’s teachings as well as guidelines for how to live
a good Buddhist life. Furthermore, Ashoka established
the standard of royal support for the monks by building

monastic shelters, planting shade trees and digging wells
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to aid travelers, and spreading the physical remains of
the Buddha throughout India. The physical remains
were particularly important in the spread and growth of
Buddhism. Enshrined in chaityas and stupas—burial
mounds of varying size—they became objects of devo-
tion and important gathering places, often associated
with significant events in the Buddha’s life, allowing the
monks to spread the dharma to larger and larger groups.
Ashoka also sent out a number of missionaries, includ-
ing his own son, Mahinda, to introduce Buddhism and
establish monastic orders in other parts of the world,
such as Sri Lanka, Southwest and Southeast Asia, and
even Greece.

Ashoka had set an important precedent in his sup-
port for Buddhism; the support of rulers was an essen-
tial element in the expansion and vitality of the religion.
For their part, kings were attracted to Buddhism because
of its emphasis on individual morality, the lack of caste
hierarchy, and the symbiosis between the sangha and the
state. The monks needed the king to provide land, food,
and protection, while the king found in the sangha a
moral legitimization of his righteous rule. The ideal
king was a dharmaraja (king of dharma)—just, generous,
and moral, upholding and promoting the teachings of
the Buddha. This basic model is one that continues to
be replicated in Buddhist countries today.

As Buddhism spread, the Theravada school (some-
times called Southern Buddhism) became particularly
well established in Southern Asia, in Sri Lanka, Thai-
land, Myanmar (Burma), Laos, and Cambodia. The Ma-
hayana school (sometimes called Northern Buddhism)
spread north, first to China and then to the rest of East
Asia. These two major divisions in turn divided into
many different subgroups and schools, adapting to their
particular settings. In Tibet, for instance, the form of
Mahayana that became established was Tantra (or Vaj-
rayana), an extrapolation from the core Mahayana be-
liefs that puts particular emphasis on the transformative
effects of ritual. In China and then later Japan, the Ch’an
(Zen in Japan) school developed a form of the Mahaya-
na that places particular emphasis on the meditation ex-
perience. Thus, although Buddhism essentially died out
in India by the thirteenth century, its fundamentally
missionary character, and its ability to adapt and adopt,
enabled it to flourish elsewhere in Asia.

Buddhism first entered the Western consciousness
with colonialism. In the nineteenth century intellectual
interest in Buddhism developed in Europe and North

America, creating a distinct scholarly field focused on
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the translation of Buddhist texts from their original lan-
guages, as well as their philosophical analysis, an off-
shoot of which was the gradual availability of accessible
books on Buddhist belief and practice. Although there
have never been huge numbers of Buddhists in the
West—estimates vary, but probably no more than S
million of the world’s 500 million Buddhists live in the
West—they have been an important religious presence.
In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries the West also
saw an influx of Asian immigrants who brought with
them Buddhism, establishing small temples and commu-
nities throughout Europe and North America.

CENTRAL DOCTRINES As Buddhism gained followers
and monks began to form distinct groups, often united
on the basis of doctrinal commonalities and matters of
monastic discipline, Buddhism was marked by a doctri-
nal explosion. By the first millennium of the common
era, substantial new texts began to appear: commentaries
on the Buddha’s sermons, new Vinaya texts, and entirely
new texts that were claimed to have been hidden by the
Buddha himself. This doctrinal profusion is truly one
of the hallmarks of Buddhism. That said, however, cer-
tain key doctrines also are shared by all Buddhists.

Underlying virtually all of Buddhism is the basic
doctrine of samsara, which Buddhism shares with Hin-
duism. Samsara is really a fundamental worldview or
ethos, an understanding of the world that holds that all
beings, including animals, are part of an endless (and
beginningless) cycle of birth, life, death, and rebirth.
Furthermore, Buddhism holds that the physical universe
is itself made up of infinite world systems, spread out
infinitely in space, and that these world systems, like the
individual person, are also subject to the cycle of birth
and rebirth. It was, in many ways, the realization of the
horror of samsara that led to the Upanishads and the
shramana movements. These movements attempted to
devise a religious mode of action and thought that
would provide a way out of this endless cycle of rebirth.

The Buddhist view of the cosmos is predicated on
samsara and holds that there are both different world
systems and different realms that are arranged in a tri-
partite structure: the “sense-desire” realm at the bottom,
the “pure form” realm above that, and the “formless”
realm at the top. Within these three divisions are further
subrealms into which a being can be reborn: the human
realm, the animal realm, the hungry ghost (preta) realm,
various hells, and, higher up, deva (divine) realms. Al-
though it is not the highest realm, the human realm is
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considered the most promising because in this realm are
both suffering, which acts as a motivation to advance,
and free will, which enables humans to act on this im-
pulse. It is important to note that Buddhism holds that
even the divine beings, despite their power, are subject
to the laws of samsara.

Karma (which means “act” or “deed”), another
concept shared with Hinduism, is the linchpin of the
whole religious system of Buddhism, in that karma is
what determines the quality of each rebirth and keeps
the individual in the samsara. On its most basic level,
karma is the natural law of cause and effect, inherent in
the very structure of the world, a cumulative system in
which good acts produce good results, bad acts bad re-
sults. Beings are then reborn in good or bad realms, de-
pending on their cumulative karma in each birth. Karma
is frequently described in Buddhist texts as being a seed
(phalam) that will eventually grow fruit, which is, natural-
ly, dependent on what sort of seed was sown.

The Buddhist understanding of karma, though, fur-
ther stipulates that it is not just the act that determines
the karmic result but also the motivation behind the act.
Thus, good acts done for the wrong reason can produce
negative karmic results, and likewise bad acts that might
have been done for good reasons (or accidentally) do
not necessarily produce negative karmic results. Indeed,
Buddhism holds that bad thoughts are every bit as detri-

mental as intentional bad actions.

Negative karma is most typically created through
intentionally harming other beings and through greed.
Positive karma is most easily created through compas-
sionate acts and thoughts and through giving selflessly
(which is, ultimately, motivated by compassion).

The doctrine of impermanence (anitya) is rooted in
the four visions that prompted Siddhartha to abandon
his life in the palace. What he realized, when he saw old
age, disease, and death, was that all beings are in a funda-
mental state of flux and, ultimately, decay. This is, in
an important sense, a fundamental corollary to the reali-
ty of samsara—the human being, just as the world, is
constantly evolving, decaying, and reforming. Further-
more, it is the failure to recognize this flux that causes
beings to suffer, since they grasp on to that which is im-
permanent—Ilife, love, material objects, and so on—
wishing it will last. The Buddha condenses this basic
idea in a simple pronouncement (in Pali): yad aniccam tam
dukkham (whatever is impermanent is suffering). Since
everything is necessarily impermanent, then everything
ultimately involves suffering, which he succinctly ex-
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presses in the phrase sabbam dukkham (everything is suffer-
ing).

The doctrine of no self (anatman; Pali, anatta) is fre-
quently misunderstood in the West. The Buddha does
not mean that human beings have no personality but,
rather, that because everything in the world is imperma-
nent, there can be no permanent self. In this way Bud-
dhism significantly breaks from Hindu doctrine, which
holds that there does exist a permanent self that is re-
born time and time again in samsara. But if there is no
permanent self, what is it that is reborn? It is karmic res-
idue alone. In his second sermon, the Buddha explains
that what we think of as the self is only a collection of
personality traits (skandas). They create the impression
that there are both objects to be perceived and a person
to perceive the objects, when in fact all of these objects
are impermanent, constantly changing.

One of the clearest expressions of this basic Bud-
dhist idea is demonstrated in a conversation between the
monk Nagasena and King Milinda, contained in the
Milindapanha. Nagasena uses the example of a chariot to
illustrate no self, explaining to Milinda that although
one can point to, ride, or see a chariot, it only exists in-
sofar as it is a collection of parts—axles, wheels, reins,
and so on—and that since no single part can be called
the chariot, there is no essential, independent thing
called a chariot, just as there is no essential, independent

self.

Often called “the chain of conditioned arising” or
“the chain of becoming,” pratitya-samutpada (Pali, paticca-
samuppada) is broken into 12 links and is one of the most
important Buddhist doctrines, one about which Bud-
dha’s disciple Sariputta says, “Whoever understands
conditioned arising understands the dharma.” This is a
more elaborate understanding of karma and samsara, a
vision of cause and effect in which everything in the
world is dependent on some other thing for its exis-
tence, succinctly expressed in this simple formula, which
occurs in any number of Pali texts: “When this is, that
is / This arising, that arises / When this is not, that
is not / This ceasing, that ceases.” In other words, one
thing begets another. Birth begets life, which begets
decay, which begets death, which begets birth, and
around and around. To get out of the circle, one must
break the chain somewhere, most efficiently at its weak-
est link, ignorance, which is done by applying oneself
to mastering the dharma.

The Four Noble Truths is really the doctrinal foun-
dation of Buddhism, a kind of basic blueprint of the
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Buddha's teachings, delivered in his first sermon at
Sarnath after attaining enlightenment.

The first Noble Truth, suffering (dubkba; Pali, duk-
kha), posits that suffering exists in the world. This we
see in the story of Siddhartha in the palace: The young
prince is made aware that the world is not all wonderful,
as it appears to be in the palace, but in fact that the rosy
life was just an illusion. In the first sermon, the Buddha
says that birth is dubkba, old age is dubkha, sickness is dub-
kha, death is dubkba—in fact, everything is dubkba, includ-
ing things that seem to be pleasurable.

The first Noble Truth is intended not to engender
a pessimistic worldview in Buddhists but, rather, to alert
them to the reality of the world and to promote a clear,
truthful view of that world. Furthermore, the response
to the reality of suffering, as we see clearly in the Bud-
dha’s own desire to realize and share the dharma, is to
show compassion (karuna) and kindness (maitri) to all

living beings.

The second Noble Truth is the arising (samudaya)
of suffering. Since suffering exists, the Buddha posits,
it must have a cause, which is most simply expressed as
tanha (thirst or desire). This thirst takes many forms: the
desire for life, for things, for love. Although on its face
this, too, may seem to engender a pessimistic worldview,
in which the individual must stifle all sensual pleasure,
it is important again to stress that the Buddha advocates
a middle path, between sensual indulgence and extreme
asceticism. Pleasurable experiences should be experi-
enced for what they are, without grasping. Indeed, the
Buddha pronounces that it is precisely because humans
mindlessly grasp things and experiences, always rushing
to the next, that they fail to fully experience their lives,
including that which is pleasurable. The point then is
not to deny the sensual but to fully experience sensa-
tions and thoughts as they are happening.

The third Noble Truth is cessation (nirodha) of suf-
fering. Just as the Buddha saw that if suffering exists it
must logically have an origin, so, too, must it have an
end. The end of dubkba is, logically, related to its source;
nirodha comes as a result of ending craving, of stopping
the grasping after things that are impermanent. When
one stops grasping, one stops generating karma, and it
is karma and karma alone that keeps beings trapped in
samsara. The absolute elimination of karma is nirvana,
eternal freedom from the bondage of samsara.

Of all Buddhist concepts, nirvana has perhaps been
the most misunderstood. Although it is frequently
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equated with heaven or described as a state of bliss, nir-
vana is actually the absence of all states. The Sanskrit
word literally means “to blow out, to extinguish,” as one
would blow out a candle. Nirvana then refers to the ab-
solute elimination of karma. Since karma is what keeps
us in samsara, what constitutes our very being, the elimi-
nation of karma logically means an elimination of being.
This is the end of dubkba, the end of the cycle of birth,

life, death, and rebirth, beyond all states of existence.

Despite the fact that nirvana is the Buddhist under-
standing of ultimate salvation, the Buddha himself had
little to say on the topic, often warning his followers of
the dangers of grasping on to the end goal at the expense
of living a focused, compassionate life. He describes it
as the “extinction of desire, the extinction of illusion”
and also as the “abandoning and destruction of desire
and craving for these Five Aggregates of attachment;
that is the cessation of dubkha.” When asked once if nir-
vana were a state or not a state of existence, however,
the Buddha responded that this was an unanswerable
question and left it at that. The point again is that the
focus should be on mindful progression on the path, not
on the destination. The person who spends too much
time obsessively focusing on nirvana—or on any aspect
of existence or doctrinal complexity—is, the Buddha
said, like the man who, upon being shot by a poison
arrow, asks who shot it, how did he aim, what sort of
wood the arrow was made of, and so on. The point is
that the man must first remove the arrow before the poi-
son kills him.

That said, however, later Buddhist schools inevita-
bly took up the question of nirvana, frequently engaging
in long philosophical analysis of the possibility of de-
scribing it in positive terms. In some Mahayana schools
nirvana is, in fact, often described as a kind of state of

blissful calm.

The fourth Noble Truth is the Eightfold Path
(marga; Pali, magga). Often envisioned as the Wheel of
the Dharma with eight spokes, this is the middle path
between extreme asceticism and extreme hedonism, a
systematic and practical way to realize the truth and
eliminate suffering. The Eightfold Path is traditionally
divided into three distinct phases that should, ideally,

be progressively mastered.

The first phase is sila (ethics) and involves purifying
one’s outward behavior (and motivations for such be-
havior). The Buddha describes three elements in sila (the
tirst three steps of the Eightfold Path): (T) right action,
(2) right speech, and (3) right livelihood. Next comes
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samadhi (meditation), which is broken down, likewise,
into three elements (the next three steps): (4) right ef-
fort, (5) right mindfulness, and (6) right concentration.
The third phase is prajna (wisdom) and is broken down
into two elements (the last two steps): (7) right under-
standing and (8) right intentions. Prajna is not just
knowledge or things one learns. Rather, it is a profound
way of understanding being in the world. Prajna is often
described as a sword that cuts through all illusion, a
mental faculty that enables one to fully experience the
world as it is without grasping. A later Mahayana school
uses an image of geese reflected on a perfectly still pond
to describe this state: The average person looks at the
pond and, upon seeing the reflection of a flock of geese,
immediately looks up. But the person who has perfected
prajna does not look up but, rather, fully experiences the
thing that he or she is seeing in the moment, the reality
of the reflection, without distractions. In a sense such
a person does not think at all but only sees the world
as it is—what the Buddha called yathabbutam (in a state
of perpetual flux).

With the rise of Mahayana Buddhism sometime
shortly after the turn of the first millennium, new and
increasingly more complex doctrines emerged, extending
the original teachings of the Buddha. In particular, new
understandings of both the character and activity of the
Buddha emerged, and new doctrines evolved that held
that the Buddha had not, in fact, completely left the
world when he died and attained nirvana but was still
an active presence in the world.

This 1s first articulated in the doctrine of the vari-
ous bodies (kayas) of the Buddha. The first of these bo-
dies—which are not, in fact, conceived of strictly as
physical forms but rather more like the different ways
in which the Buddha continues to be present in the
world—is the dharmakaya, or “body of the teachings.”
This is the Buddha’s form as wisdom, truth, and the real
nature of reality (emptiness). This is that which charac-
terizes the Buddha as the Buddha. Sometimes called
Buddhaness, dharmakaya is the whole collection of won-
derful qualities that are known as the Buddha. It also
refers to the teachings, in their essence. The second body
is called the nirmanakaya, or “transformation body” (also
sometimes called the rupakaya, or “form body”). This is
the earthly form, or manifestation, of the Buddha. Final-
ly there is a more rarified form of the Buddha called the
sambhogakaya, or “enjoyment body,” the form of the Bud-
dha that those who have attained enlightenment enjoy
and interact with.
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Related to this idea of the multiple bodies of the
Buddha was the emergence of the concept of the bodhi-
sattva—an enlightened being who works for the welfare
of all those still caught in samsara—which is perhaps
the hallmark of the Mahayana schools. Although bodhi-
sattva was a common word in the earliest of Buddhist
texts, these pre-Mahayana schools held that once the
Buddha had attained enlightenment, he taught the dhar-
ma to his disciples and then, on his death, entered nirva-
na, or parinirvana, thus ending his existence in the realm
of samsara forever. The Buddha’s immediate disciples
were known as arhats (worthy ones) upon attaining en-
lightenment, and they too entered nirvana upon death.
The Mahayana, however, were critical of this posi-
tion—they derisively called the arhats pratyekabuddhas, or
“solitary Buddhas”—and posited that the Buddha and
all other enlightenment beings postponed final nirvana
out of their compassion for the sufferings of other be-
ings, choosing to remain in samsara to perfect their own
Buddhahood and work for the benefit of all other be-

ings, until each one attains enlightenment.

There are a number of important elements here. For
one thing, all beings were now conceived as at once hav-
ing the innate potential to become a Buddha and also
sharing in a kind of universal enlightenment as well. The
path then was reconceived as being the path of the bo-
dhisattva, a path that takes many, many lives but is in-
tent on developing bodbicitra (the awakened mind and the
very quality of enlightenment), a quality that fundamen-
tally shifts one’s attention away from the self to a selfless
concern for the well-being of others. Each bodhisattva
takes a vow to help other beings and to continue to do
so indefinitely, a vow that involves cultivating a set of
six—later expanded to IO—perfections, or paramitas.
The 10 perfections are (1) dana (generosity), (2) sila
(morality), (3) ksanti (patience and forbearance), (4)
virya (vigor, the endless and boundless energy that bo-
dhisattvas employ when helping others), (5) dbyamz
(meditation), (6) prajna (wisdom), (7) upaya (skillful
means), (8) conviction, (9) strength, and (10) knowl-
edge. Once a bodhisattva has mastered these 10 perfec-
tions, then he is fully realized as a buddha.

With the rise of the ideal of the bodhisattva came
also the development of a complex pantheon of enlight-
ened beings. Three of the most popular and most im-
portant bodhisattvas are Maitreya, Avalokiteshvara, and
Manjushri.

Eventually the Buddha's teachings will lose their
potency owing to the natural decay of the world. When
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things become unbearable, Maitreya will be reborn and
will provide for the welfare of all beings and promote
a new set of teachings.

The quintessential Buddhist savior figure and the
embodiment of compassion, Avalokiteshvara is perhaps
the most popular of all bodhisattvas. His name is signif-
icant: He is the “lord who sees all,” in the sense that
he sees all suffering and responds immediately. He saves
us from dangers: fire, drowning in a river, being lost at
sea, murder, demonic attack, fierce beasts and noxious
snakes or insects, legal punishment, attack by bandits,
falling from steep precipices, extremes of weather, inter-
necine civil or military unrest, and others.

Especially associated with wisdom, Manjushri is a
key figure in numerous Mahayana scriptures, and he has
been the focus of significant cultic activity throughout
Mahayana Buddhist countries. His name means “gentle
glory,” although he is called by many names and epi-
thets, some of which refer to his relation to speech
(Vagishvara, “lord of speech™) or to his disarming
youth (Kumarabhuta, “in the form of a youth” or “hav-
ing become the crown prince”). Because he is destined
soon to become a Buddha, Manjushri is often called
“prince of the teachings.”

A concept that first appears in the Prajnaparamita
(Perfection of Wisdom) texts, the idea of emptiness
(shunyata) extends the Buddha’s teachings about depen-
dent origination and posits that all phenomena are de-
pendent for their being on some other thing. The first-
century thinker Nagarjuna introduced the most radical
understanding of this concept, arguing that just as the
terms “long” and “short” take on meaning only in rela-
tion to each other and are themselves devoid of indepen-
dent qualities (longness or shortness), so too do all phe-
nomena (all dharmas) lack their own being (svabbava).
If a thing were to have an independent and unchanging
own being, Nagarjuna reasons, then it would follow that
it is neither produced nor existent, because origination
and existence presuppose change and transience. All
things, physical as well as mental, can originate and de-
velop only when they are empty of their own being.
Nevertheless, Nagarjuna contends, elements do have
what he calls a conventional reality, so that we still inter-
act with them, think thoughts, and so on, even if ulti-
mately they are empty of reality. Related to this is the
concept of skillful means, upaya, which refers to the bo-
dhisattva’s employment of whatever means are necessary
to help beings toward enlightenment. Language, for in-
stance, is itself empty, in that it depends on external ref-
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erences to make sense, but language is necessary to com-
municate and is therefore a skillful means through

which to spread the dharma.

MORAL CODE OF CONDUCT One of the things that
makes the theory and practice of ethics (sila) particularly
interesting in the Buddhist context is the tension that
exists, right on the surface, between the individual’s re-
sponsibility for his or her own salvation—as exempli-
tied by the Buddha’s advice that one must be one’s own
island (atta dipa), dependent on no one other than one’s
self for salvation—and the individual’s connection with
social life, as governed by the collective nature of karma.
This is perhaps most dramatically illustrated by the
Buddha's own life story. For instance, in Johnston’s
translation of The Buddhacarita, or, Acts of the Buddha, the
young Siddhartha’s wife, Yashodhara, when she hears
that Siddhartha has abandoned her, falls upon the
ground “like a Brahminy duck without its mate”—a
common symbol of lifelong marital partnership, such
that one duck will die of remorse upon the death of the
other. Likewise, his son is described as “poor Rahula,”
who is fated “never to be dandled in his father’s lap”
(pp. viii, 58).

The ethical and moral challenge is always to strike
a balance between one’s concern for the suffering of oth-
ers and one’s own progress on the path; too much con-
cern for other people can be a hindrance, just as not
enough can generate negative karma. The key to Bud-
dhist ethics, if not in fact to the whole of the Buddha’s
teachings, is the cultivation of mindfulness (sati)—to
develop a mental attitude of complete and selfless
awareness, a mental attitude that necessarily influences
the manner in which one acts toward other living beings,
a mental awareness that fundamentally informs one’s
every act and intention to act.

For the monk the ethical system is extremely com-
plex and extensive, contained primarily and explicitly in
the Vinaya but secondarily and implicitly in every utter-
ance of the Buddha. To be a monk is to be necessarily
ethical. For the layperson the ethical guidelines are less
specific, seeming to amount to “live the proper life.”
This means that one must be aware that all acts and all
beings are part of samsara and are thus caught up in
karma and pratitya-samutpada (Pali, paticca-samuppada; the
chain of conditioned arising). Whatever one does has
effects, and those effects are not always obvious. The

implications here are perhaps best ethically stated when
the Buddha says, “Oh Bhikkhus, it is not easy to find

59



BUDDHISM

a being who has not formerly been your mother, or your
father, your brother, your sister or your son or daugh-
ter” (Samyutta Nikaya, vol. II, p. 189). In other words,
any act necessarily affects not only the immediate actor
but all beings, who are, logically, karmically connected.

It is also important to remember that we are still
within the basic Brahmanical milieu here. What we see
in Buddhism, however, is an emphasis on the individual
as he or she fits into society, not an emphasis on how
society molds or controls the individual, as we see in
Hinduism, where the emphasis is on order and duty, on
making sure that everything and everyone stays in the
proper place—hence caste, life stages, and so on. This
is not to say that this societal component is entirely ab-
sent in Buddhism, since one of the motivations for the
individual to act ethically is to make society work.
Without social order things would fall utterly apart, as
is perhaps best articulated in what is sometimes called
the Buddhist book of Genesis, the Aganna Sutta, which
describes a social world in which chaos and decay
emerge precisely because beings act greedily and selfish-
ly. Proper, ethical action in Buddhism is not performed
out of duty or some higher cosmic order, however; rath-
er, one acts ethically out of one’s own free will, because
without such proper action, the individual can make no
progress on the path.

The importance of proper giving (dana) is utterly
central to Buddhist ethics and to the life of both the
layperson and the monk; indeed, dana can be said to be
the key to monk-lay relations. The first principle that
must be noted here is that in Buddhism there is a
marked ambiguity about material wealth. The concept
of nonattachment, the absence of grasping, is of crucial
importance here; from the Buddhist perspective material
goods are only important as a means of cultivating non-
attachment. Again, however, the middle way is empha-
sized: Too many possessions can lead to attachment,
just as too few can lead to craving. Any material pros-
perity offers at once the opportunity for greater giving
and the cultivation and expression of nonattachment,
but such prosperity also offers a temptation toward the
kind of antidharmic self-indulgence that leads to in-
creased entrapment in the web of worldly existence.

The model donor in Buddhism is the laywoman Su-
jata, who gave Siddhartha the simple and selfless gift of
rice gruel, which enabled him to gain the strength to
make the final push to enlightenment. ‘What makes this
act of dana so important is that Sujata gave her gift mod-
estly, with no self-interest, no expectation of gain or re-
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ward; she was responding with selfless compassion to

Siddhartha’s obvious need.

Equally important as a model donor is the king
Vessantara, whose story is told in a popular tale from
the Jataka collection that provides not only a model of
ethical giving but also a cautionary tale about the karmic
consequences of giving too much. In this story Vessan-
tara eventually gives away his kingdom and prosperity,
his wife and children, everything, and the result is suffer-
ing for all until everything is restored and Vessantara
realizes the need to give modestly.

Monks also engage in dana, although rather than
giving material goods, which they necessarily depend on
the laity for, they give what the Dhammapada says is the
best gift of all: “The gift of dharma excels all gifts.”

Two important metaphors for proper ethical giving
are bija and kbsetra. Bija basically means “seed” but is
nearly always used to describe the seed of an auspicious
act. This act, if it is indeed done with the correct selfless
motives, bears karmic fruit (phala); the act itself is called
kushala, which can be defined as “good, moral, skillful,
proper,” or, to use the best Buddhism definition, that
which is “karmically wholesome”—in other words, a
gift that is given with proper intention, given out of self-
less compassion. The best field in which to plant a seed
is the sangha (community of monks), and the best seed
to plant is an act of giving, dana. The sangha is thus con-
sistently referred to as a fertile karmic field. This imag-
ery is further developed in times when there are monas-
tic schisms or crises, in which case the monks are
sometimes described as a barren field in which no seeds
will bear fruit. This imagery is not limited to the monks
and gifts to them but refers to any auspicious action.

Buddhist acts of charity, then, are fundamentally
symbiotic in nature. The laypeople provide the monks
with the material support that they need—shelter,
robes, food, and so on—and in the process cultivate the
crucial attitudes of nonattachment and compassion, a
kind of domestic asceticism that is not disruptive of the
social order. The monks, in turn, depend on the laypeo-
ple and return the material gifts with the gift of the Bud-
dha’s teachings. Furthermore, the ideology of dana is
such that the laypeople’s gifts will only bear “fruit” (that
is, positive karma) if the monks are pure (in other
words, a fertile field). If a particular monastery becomes
corrupt, then the laypeople will give somewhere else,
providing a kind of ethical imperative for monastic puri-

ty.
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A crucial element in all of this is the concept of
punya (merit), which is positive karma. By giving selfless-
ly, one “earns” merit, accumulating positive karma,
which determines the quality of one’s next rebirth. If
one is too attached to this merit, though—too focused
on the end products and not the selfless and compas-
sionate act of giving (and giving up )—then one in fact
earns not positive karma but negative, which will hinder
one’s ultimate spiritual progress.

The pancha sila are the basic ethical guidelines for the
layperson, although they are not necessarily followed
rigidly by everyone. In some ways they are rather like
the Ten Commandments in Judaism and Christianity,
in that they are the basis for ethical behavior, a kind of
practical blueprint. A fundamental difference from the
Ten Commandments, though, is that the pancha sila are
voluntarily followed and are a matter of personal choice,
not an imperative to act in a particular mannetr.,

The first guideline is No killing. The basic idea
here is that every individual is connected with all other
living beings. Buddhists go to considerable lengths to
qualify this precept, giving five conditions that govern

it: (1)) presence of a living being, (2) knowledge of this,
(3) intention to kill, (4) act of killing, and (§) death.

What is most important about this first precept is
not its negative form, injunction against killing, but its
positive aspect, that of compassion and loving kindness.
This positive aspect is one of the most common things
upon which laypeople meditate, often with this verse
from the Metta Sutta: “May all beings be happy and se-
cure; / May their hearts be wholesome. / Whatever liv-
ing beings there be— / Feeble or strong, tall, stout or
medium, / Short, small or large, without exception—
/ Seen or unseen, / Those dwelling far or near, / Those
who are born or who are to be born, / May all beings
be happy.”

The second guideline is No taking what is not
given. This is particularly important for the monks.
Here the concept of dana is crucial. Because one of the
chief ethical activities of the layperson is to give unself-
ishly to the sangha, this giving is contingent on the
monks accepting, also unselfishly, whatever is given.
The monks are not to take anything that is not given
to them. This holds true also for the layperson, in that
he or she is not to steal.

The third guideline is No sexual misconduct. This
prevents lust and envy, which are the most powerful
forms of thirst (tanha).
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The fourth guideline is No false speech. Lies create
deception and illusion and lead to grasping. Also, for
the monks, this is about not speaking false doctrines.

The fifth guideline is No liquor, which clouds the

mind and prevents sati (mindfulness).

In addition to these five basic principles, monks fol-
low additional basic rules, sometimes three, sometimes
five: No untimely meals (thereby promoting group shar-
ing of food and hindering the desire to hoard); No
dancing or playing of music (thereby promoting a sober,
nonfrivolous life); No adornments or jewelry (which
would be against the basic ascetic attitude of the monk);
No high seats (an injunction intended to promote
equality in the sangha); and No handling of money
(thereby preventing greed and attachments).

SACRED BOOKS The Buddha famously told his chief
disciple, Ananda, that after his death, the dharma he was
leaving behind would continue to be the present teacher,
the “guiding light,” to all future Buddhists, a scene that
establishes the paramount importance of sacred texts in
Buddhism. Tradition holds that during the first rainy-
season retreat after the Buddha's death, thus sometime
in the latter half of the sixth century B.C.E., the Buddha’s
disciples gathered at Rajagriha (present-day Rajgir, in
Bihar) and orally collected all of the Buddha’s teachings
into three sets, or “three baskets” (tripitaka; Pali, tipitaka).
By about the end of the first century C.E., these oral texts
were written down. These three collections form the

basis of the Buddhist canon.
The first collection of the Pali Tipitaka is the Sutta

Pitaka, some 30 volumes of the Buddha’s discourses as
well as various instructional and ritual texts. The Vinaya
Pitaka, or collection of monastic rules, includes the list
of 227 rules for the monks (311 for nuns), called the
Patimokkha, and detailed accounts as to how and why
they were developed. The Vinaya also contains narra-
tives of the Buddha’s life, rules for rituals, ordination
instructions, and an extensive index of topics covered.
The third group of texts is the Abhidhamma Pitaka, or
collection of scholastic doctrines. These are highly ab-
stract, philosophical texts dealing with all manner of is-
sues, particularly the minutiae that make up human ex-
perience. The last of these texts, the Patthana
Abhidhamma, stretches for some 6,000 pages.

In addition to the fundamental texts of the
Tipitaka, each text also is accompanied by an extensive

commentary, and often several subcommentaries, that
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The Practice of Deity Yoga

One of the most common meditational prac-
tices in Tibetan Buddhism is deity yoga. Tantric
practitioners learn to think, speak, and act as if they
were already a fully enlightened buddha through
visualizing their body, speech, and mind as the
body, speech, and mind of an enlightened being, in
order to actualize, or make real in the present, their
latent potential for enlightenment.

These practitioners meditate, often with the use
of mandalas and mantras, on a particular deity—an
enlightened being, such as the bodhisattva
Avalokiteshvara—that represents their own potential
for enlightenment, their own Buddha nature, which
is, according to the Vajrayana schools, always there,
albeit obscured by illusion and ignorance. In the
case of deity yoga directed to Avalokiteshvara, the
meditator sits before an image of the bodhisattva
and mentally focuses on his compassion and wis-
dom, often beginning with thoughts of praise (sad-
hanas), progressing to contemplation of the deity’s
sublime qualities, and sometimes constructing an
elaborate mental “world” inhabited by the deity;
then gradually the meditator envisions everything,
including his or her own mind, as being a manifes-
tation of the deity. Accordingly, the practitioner
eventually realizes through this meditation that
there is no difference between the mind of the
deity—or, for that matter, the Buddha himself—and
his or her own mind.

clarifies the grammatical and linguistic ambiguities of
the text and also extends the analysis, serving as a kind
of reader’s (or listener’s) guide through the book’s

sometimes confusing philosophical and ritual points.

With the rise of the Mahayana, new books were
added to this basic canonical core, most of them com-
posed in Sanskrit; the tradition holds, however, that
these were not new sacred texts but were the higher
teachings of the Buddha himself that were set aside for
a later revealing. Perhaps the best known of these is the
Lotus Sutra, composed probably around the turn of the

tirst millennium, and also the Prajnaparamita (Perfec-
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tion of Wisdom) texts. Additional texts continued to
be added as the Mahayana schools developed in India.
As Buddhism branched out, these texts, and the earlier
Tipitaka, were translated by Buddhist monks from both
Tibet and China. These translations sometimes led to
turther expansion of the canon, particularly in Tibet,
where the rise of the Vajrayana (Tantric) schools led
to more new texts; likewise, as Ch’an (Zen in Japan) de-
veloped, new sacred texts were written and preserved.

SACRED SYMBOLS Early Buddhism employed a variety
of visual symbols to communicate aspects of the Bud-
dha’s teachings: the Wheel of the Dharma, symbolic of
his preaching (“turning”) his first sermon and also, with
its eight spokes, of Buddhism’s Eightfold Path; the
bodhi tree, which symbolizes not only the place of his
enlightenment (under the tree) but the enlightenment
experience itself; the throne, symbolizing his status as
“ruler” of the religious realm and also, through its emp-
tiness, his passage into final nirvana; the deer, symboliz-
ing the place of his first sermon, the Deer Park at
Sarnath, and also the protective qualities of the dharma;
the footprint, symbolizing both his former physical
presence on earth and his temporal absence; and the
lotus, symbolic of the individual’s journey up through
the “mud” of existence, to bloom, with the aid of the
dharma, into pure enlightenment. Later Buddhism
added countless other symbols. Among them, in the
Mahayana, for instance, the sword becomes a common
symbol of the incisive nature of the Buddha’s teachings;
in Tibet the vajra (diamond or thunderbolt) is a ubiqui-
tous symbol of the pure and unchanging nature of the
dharma.

EARLY AND MODERN LEADERS The Buddha's imme-
diate disciples not only formed the first Buddhist com-
munity but also were responsible for orally preserving
his teachings. One of the most important of these early
followers was Ananda, the Buddha’s cousin, who accom-
panied the Buddha for more than 20 years and figures
prominently in many early Buddhist texts. Sariputta, one
of the Buddha’s first converts (along with Mahamogal-
lana), was the Buddha’s most trusted disciple and was
often depicted as the wisest. Sariputta also served as the
Buddha’s son’s teacher when he joined the sangha (com-
munity of monks). Another important early figure is
Mahakassapa, a Brahman who became a close disciple
of the Buddha. Mahakassapa presided over the first
Buddhist Council at Rajagriha (present-day Rajgir, in
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Bihar) and was later celebrated in Ch’an (Zen in Japan)
as the receiver of the first transmission of the Buddha’s
special, esoteric teachings, when the Buddha, upon being
asked a question about the dharma, is said to have held
up a flower and Mahakassapa smiled, silently signifying
his reception of this special teaching. The Buddha’s
aunt, Mahapajapati, also figures prominently in several
early texts. Not only did she raise him after his mother’s
death but she was ordained as the first woman admitted
to sangha.

The Greco-Bactrian king Milinda, also called Me-
nander or Menandros, reigned over Afghanistan and
Northern India in the latter half of the second century
B.C.E. and is one of the most important royal converts
to Buddhism. He had a series of discussions with a Bud-
dhist monk, Nagasena, which were compiled into a fa-
mous work entitled the Milindapanba. Perhaps the most
famous of all historical figures in Buddhism is the Indi-
an king Ashoka (ruled 230-207 B.CE.). He was the
founder of the Maurya Dynasty and the first king to
rule over a united India, as well as being one of Bud-
dhism’s first royal patrons. Ashoka abolished war in his
empire, restricted killing for food, built hospitals, erect-
ed thousands of stupas (Buddhist burial mounds), and
engraved a series of edicts on rocks and pillars through-
out his empire that articulated the basic moral and ethi-
cal principle of Buddhism. Ashoka was also instrumen-
tal in the spread of Buddhism outside of India. His son,
Mahinda (third century B.C.E.), was the leader of a Bud-
dhist missionary enterprise to Sri Lanka and was thus

instrumental in the spread of Buddhism outside of
India.

Another important early Buddhist king was Har-
sha-vardhana (606—47). He ruled a large empire in
northern India and became an important Buddhist con-
vert. Like his predecessor Ashoka, he is described in
Buddhist texts as a model ruler—benevolent, energetic,
and just, active in the administration and prosperity of
his empire—and, like Ashoka, he is frequently invoked

as a model for all righteous rulers.

There are many early historical figures outside of
India. One of the most important records of the early
Buddhist world comes to us from the Chinese pilgrim
Fa-hsien (fourth to fifth century). Not only did he ob-
tain many Sanskrit texts of the Pali Tipitaka that he
translated upon his return to China in 414, but he also
wrote an influential record of his travels that remains
one of the most informative views of the early Buddhist

world in India. He was followed by another Chinese pil-
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grim, Hsuan-tsang (602—64). Hsuan-tsang, like his pre-
decessor Fa-hsien, was a Buddhist monk who traveled
throughout India collecting doctrinal texts, which he
then translated from Sanskrit into Chinese, and left a
detailed record of his travels. Hsuan-tsang was also the
founder in China of the Consciousness-Only (Yoga-

cara) school.

The sixth-century South Indian Buddhist monk
Bodhidharma is a central figure in Chinese and, later,
Japanese Buddhism. He arrived at the Chinese court in
520 and is credited with founding the Ch'an (Zen)
school of Buddhism. Other important East Asian his-
torical figures are Honen (1133-1212), also called
Genku, who in 1175 established the Jodo (Pure Land)
school in Japan; Shinran (1173-1263), founder of the
True Pure Land School of Japanese Buddhism, who is
also credited with popularizing congregational worship
and introducing reforms, such as salvation by faith
alone, marriage of priests, and meat eating; and Nichiren

(1222-82), founder of the Nichiren sect in Japan.
In Tibet the monk Padmasambhava (eighth centu-

ry) is one of the best-known and important figures. He
is a Tantric saint who was instrumental in introducing
Buddhism to Tibet; mythologically he is credited with
converting to Buddhism the local demons and gods who
tormented the Tibetan people, turning them into pro-
tectors of the religion. Atisha (982—1054) was an Indi-
an monk and scholar who went to Tibet in 1038. He
is credited with entirely reforming the prevailing Bud-
dhism in Tibet by enacting measures to enforce celibacy
in the existing order and to raise the level of morality
within the Tibetan sangha. He founded the Kadampa
school, which later became the Geluk-pa school. Like
his Chinese counterparts Fa-hsien and Hsuan-tsang, Bu-
ston (1008—64), a Tibetan Buddhist, translated much
of the Buddhist sacred literature, including Tantra texts,
into classic Tibetan and is sometimes credited with
making the definitive arrangements of the Kanjur and
Tanjur, the two basic Tibetan collections of Buddhist
principles. He also produced a history of Buddhism in
Tibet that is among the most important documents for
Buddhism’s early development in that region. Finally,
two extremely important semihistorical figures are
Marpa (1012-96) and Milarepa (1040-1143). Marpa
was a Tibetan layman thought to have imported songs
and texts from Bengal to Tibet, but he is best known
and most venerated as the guru of Milarepa. Milarepa
was a saint and poet of Tibetan Buddhism who contin-
ues to be extremely popular. His well-known autobiog-
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raphy recounts how in his youth he practiced black
magic in order to take revenge on relatives who deprived
his mother of the family inheritance and then later re-
pented and sought Buddhist teaching. Milarepa stands
tiguratively as the model for all Tibetans.

One of the most important religious and social
leaders in Tibet is the Panchen Lama, who ranks second
only to the Dalai Lama among the Grand Lamas of the
Geluk-pa sect of Tibetan Buddhism. His seat is in the
Tashilhumpo monastery at Shigatse. The current Dalai
Lama (born in 1935) is the spiritual and political leader
of Tibetan Buddhists. He has lived in exile since 1959,
when the Chinese invaded Tibet. The Dalai Lama has
been instrumental not only in aiding the Tibetan people

but also in spreading Buddhism to the West.

The Sri Lankan Buddhist Anagarika Dharmapala
(1864—1933) stands as one of the most important Bud-
dhist propagandists of the modern era. Dharmapala was
intimately involved in the restoration of Bodh Gaya in
India, the birthplace of Buddhism, and with spreading
Buddhism to the West. He was for much of his life
closely associated with Henry Steele Olcott (1832—
1907), an American who, along with H.H. Blavatsky,
founded the Theosophical Society. Olcott worked to es-
tablish a new lay Buddhism in Sri Lanka, where he
founded schools and lay organizations, and he wrote The
Buddbist Catechism, which was an important tool in rees-
tablishing and preserving Buddhism among the lay pop-

ulation of Sri Lanka.

One of the most important early scholars of Bud-
dhism was T.W. Rhys Davids (1843—1922). Rhys Da-
vids was professor of Pali at London University and one
of the founders of the university’s School of Oriental
and African Studies. Along with his wife, Caroline, he
pioneered the translation, study, and transmission of
Pali text in the West. Ananda Metteyya (Charles Henry
Allan Bennett; 1872—1923) is another important West-
ern Buddhist. The son of an electrical engineer, he was
born in London and trained as an analytical chemist be-
fore becoming the first British bhikkbu (monk) and Bud-
dhist missionary. Bhikkhu Nanamoli (Osbert Moore;
1905—-60) was a pioneer British bhikkbu and Pali scholar
who went to Sri Lanka and was ordained as a monk.
He translated The Visuddhimagea into English as The Path
of Purification; he also translated Nettippakarana (The Guide)
and Patz’sambkidﬂmaggu (Pat}) of Discrimination), as well as
most of the sections of the Majjhima Nikaya and several
from the Samyutta Nikaya. Ayya Khema (Ilse Leder-

mann; 1923-97) was born in Berlin to Jewish parents;
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in 1938 she escaped from Germany and began studying
Buddhism. In 1978 she helped to establish Wat Bud-
dha-Dhamma, a forest monastery near Sydney, Austra-
lia. She later set up the International Buddhist Women’s
Centre as a training center for Sri Lankan nuns and the

Parappuduwa Nun's Island at Dodanduwa, Sri Lanka.

MAJOR THEOLOGIANS AND AUTHORS One of the
most important biographical accounts of the Buddha’s
life, the Buddhacarita, is also the first complete biography
of the Buddha; it was written by Asvaghosa (second cen-
tury). Perhaps the most important theologian of early
Buddhism was Nargarjuna (second to third century),
sometimes called “the second Buddha.” Nagarjuna is
considered to be the founder of the Madhyamika (Mid-
dle Way) school and is counted as a patriarch of both
Zen and Vajrayana (Tantra). He is held in the highest
regard by all branches of the Mahayana. Another impor-
tant early author was Kumarajiva (344—413), a Bud-
dhist scholar and missionary who had a profound influ-
ence in China as a translator and a clarifier of Buddhist
terminology and philosophy. Buddhaghosa (fifth centu-
ry) was one of the greatest Buddhist scholars in the reli-
gion’s history. He translated Sinhalese commentaries
into Pali, wrote numerous commentaries himself, and
composed the Visuddhimagga (later translated as Path of
Purification by Bhikkhu Nanamoli). Asanga (310-90)
was the founder of the Yogacara (Consciousness-Only)
school of Buddhism. He is closely associated with the
Indian philosopher Vasubandhu (420-500). The two
founded the Yogacara school of Mahayana Buddhism.
Vasubandhu's Abbidbarmakosa is one of the fullest exposi-
tions of the Abhidharma teachings of the Theravada
school. Dhammapala (sixth to seventh century) was the
author of numerous commentaries on the Pali canon
and stands as one of the most influential figures in the
Theravada. Shantideva (seventh to eighth century) is a
later representative of the Madhyamika school of Maha-
yana Buddhism and author of two important surviving
works, the Sbiksbasummmya (Compendium of Doztrines} and
Bodhisattva Avatara (Entering the Path of Enlightenment), the lat-
ter of which is still used in Tibetan Buddhism as a teach-
ing text.

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE The
structure of Buddhism is that it is a self-governing body

fundamental
of individuals, each of whom is theoretically equal and

intent on his or her own salvation while compassionate-

ly mindful of fellow beings. As soon as Buddhist monks
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began to form into groups, however, there was a need
for rules (contained in the Vinaya Pitaka) and also for
a degree of hierarchy that was needed to keep order, to
enforce the rules, and to maintain religious purity within
the community. This hierarchy was, and continues to
be, based on seniority—the longer one has been a monk,
the more seniority he or she has. There is thus no single
authority in the Buddhist world. Rather, each school has
a leader or group of leaders who provide guidance to
the community as a whole, and the degree of internal
hierarchy varies considerably from school to school and
country to country.

There has always been a symbiosis between the
sangha (community of monks) and the laity. The for-
mer depends on the latter for material support, while
the latter depends on the former for religious instruc-
tion. In these roles they keep each other in check. The
laity ensures the purity of the sangha in that unless the
community of monks remains well regulated and pure,
the laity’s gifts will not bear fruit (positive karma); like-
wise, the sangha serves as a constant reminder and model

to the laity of the proper, salvifically beneficial religious
life.

HOUSES OF WORSHIP AND HOLY PLACES The earli-
est holy sites in Buddhism were probably associated
with the places where the Buddha’s relics were located.
The tradition holds that after the Buddha's body was
cremated, his remains were divided into several portions
that were set up in burial mounds (stupas) at important
crossroads. These places provided opportunities for lay-
people and monks to contemplate the Buddha's teach-
ings. The number of these reliquaries soon multiplied—
Ashoka, the early Indian king, was said to have divided
the relics into 84,000 pieces, placing them in stupas
throughout India—and generally were under the care
and protection of monasteries. Hence, not only were
monasteries places of residence for the monks, they also
became meeting places for the laity, places to hear the
dharma and also to pay homage to the Buddha. Now
virtually every monastic complex has a reliquary or stupa
and a central meeting hall where the monks gather to
recite the twice-monthly Patimokkha (the Vinaya rules)
and receive donations from the laity, and also where the
laity gather to hear dharma talks.

In medieval India eight special pilgrimage places de-
veloped, all associated with significant events in the
Buddha’s life. Bodh Gaya, for instance, is the site of his

enlightenment and continues to be a major place of pil-
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grimage for monks and laypeople from throughout the
Buddhist world, as well as being home to several impor-
tant monasteries representing Buddhists from many dif-
ferent countries and traditions. Outside of India new
holy places developed as Buddhism developed, some
places having mythological significance, some having
specific historical or national significance associated
with famous monks.

WHAT IS SACRED? The earliest Buddhist traditions
placed particular emphasis on the remains of the Bud-
dha, which were divided into three basic categories:
physical relics, such as bones and teeth; objects that the
Buddha had used, such as his robe and relic bowl; and
representations or images of the Buddha. The tradition
holds that Ashoka divided the physical relics into
84,000 portions and distributed them throughout
India. This is clearly an exaggeration, since the number
of bodily relics enshrined in stupas throughout the Bud-
dhist world Vastly extends beyond the limits of a single
physical body. Images of the Buddha are the most com-
mon object of devotion. Although it is typically held
that images are to serve as objects of contemplation and
emulation, an opportunity to cultivate the Buddha's
own auspicious qualities, they are also often invested
with a kind of physical power and, like the relics, said
to embody something of the presence of the Buddha
himself (particularly in the Mahayana and Vajrayana
schools). In addition to sculptural images of the Bud-
dha, there is in the Mahayana and Vajrayana a vast pan-
theon of bodhisattvas who become objects of devotion.
Significant monks, likewise, frequently become objects
of devotion. In Japan, for instance, the bodies of partic-
ularly famous monks are embalmed and sometimes en-
cased in shellac and then put on display, thus displaying

a kind of present master.

HOLIDAYS AND FESTIVALS There are a great many
special days in the Buddhist tradition. Some of these
days celebrate significant birthdays (of the Buddha or
of the bodhisattvas), whereas others have to do with sig-
nificant events in the monastic world. Typically on a
festival day laypeople go to their local temple or monas-
tery and offer food to the monks, vow to uphold the
tive ethical precepts (pancha sila), and listen to the dhar-
ma; they also distribute food to the poor and make of-
ferings of food, robes, and money to the monks.

In countries where the Theravada prevails (Thai-
land, Myanmar [Burma], Sri Lanka, Cambodia, and
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Laos), the Buddhist New Year is celebrated for three
days from the first full-moon day in April. In predomi-
nantly Mahayana countries (China, Japan, Korea, and
Tibet), the New Year typically starts on the first full-
moon day in January, although this varies from country
to country.

Vesak (the Buddha’s birthday) is the most signifi-
cant Buddhist festival of the year, as it celebrates the
birth, enlightenment, and death of the Buddha, all of
which tradition holds occurred on the same day. Vesak
takes place on the first full-moon day in May.

On the full-moon day of the eighth lunar month
(approximately July), the Asalha Puja Vesak takes place.
This holiday commemorates the Buddha'’s first teaching,
“The Turning of the Wheel of the Dharma,” at the
Deer Park in Sarnath.

Uposatha (or Poya) Days are four monthly holy
days—when there is a new moon, a full moon, and
quarter moons—that are observed in Theravada coun-
tries.

Pavarana Day marks the conclusion of the rainy-
season retreat (vassa).

The Kathina (Robe Offering) Ceremony is held on
an auspicious day within one month of the conclusion
of the three-month rainy-season retreat for the monastic
order. The ceremony marks not only the return of the
monks into the larger community but the time when
new robes and other requisites may be offered by the
laity to the monks and nuns.

Specific to Myanmar (Burma), Abhidhamma Day
celebrates the occasion when the Buddha is said to have
gone to the Tushita heaven to teach his dead mother
the Abhidharma. It is held on the full moon of the sev-
enth month of the Burmese lunar year starting in April,
which corresponds to the full-moon day in October.

In Thailand, at the end of the Kathin Festival sea-
son, the Loy Krathong (Floating Bowls) Festival takes
place on the full-moon night of the 12th lunar month.
People bring bowls made of leaves that they fill with
flowers, candles, and incense and then float in the water.
As the bowls float away, all bad luck is said to disappear.
The traditional practice of Loy Krathong was meant to
pay homage to the holy footprint of the Buddha on the
beach of the Namada River in India.

Specific to Sri Lanka, the Festival of the Tooth
takes place in Kandy, where the tooth relic of the Bud-
dha is enshrined. The tooth itself, kept deep inside
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many caskets, is never actually seen. But once a year in
August, on the night of the full moon, there is a special
procession for it, which was traditionally said to protect

the kingdom.

Ulambana (Ancestor Day) is celebrated throughout
the Mahayana tradition from the first to the 15th days
of the eighth lunar month. It is believed that the gates
of hell are opened on the first day, and the ghosts may
visit the world for 1S days. Food offerings are made
during this time to relieve the sufferings of these ghosts.
On the I5th day (Ulambana), people visit cemeteries
to make offerings to the departed ancestors. Many Th-
eravadins from Cambodia, Laos, and Thailand also ob-
serve this festival.

Avalokiteshvara’s birthday is a festival that cele-
brates the bodhisattva ideal represented by Avalokitesh-
vara (Kuan Yin), who represents the perfection of com-
passion in the Mahayana traditions of Tibet and China.
The festival occurs on the first full-moon day in March.

MODE OF DRESS The most distinct mode of dress in
the Buddhist world is the robes worn by monks and
nuns. The symbolic significance of this form of dress
can be easily seen in the common phrase for becoming
a monk, “taking the robes.” Although the color and
style of robes varies considerably from country to coun-
try, as well as from school to school, all monastics wear
robes. Not only does the robe physically mark the monk
as distinct from the layperson, but it also serves as a
physical reminder of the monk’s ascetic lifestyle. The
Buddha himself fashioned his own robe out of donated
scraps and recommended that his followers do the same.
Buddhist robes continue to be symbolically constructed
in the same manner, sewn together out of many smaller
pieces of cloth (although not usually actual scraps).
Robes are most often saffron in color, although the
range of colors goes from yellow to red, depending on
the monastery.

On auspicious days throughout the Buddhist world,
particularly full-moon days (Uposatha Days), pious lay-
people will often wear special clothing, usually all white,
to signify their purity and taking of the pancha sila (five
ethical vows). In Sri Lanka the reformer Anagarika
Dharmapala (1864-1933) formalized this mode of
dress by proposing a special kind of ascetic layperson
(called anagarika) who always adhered to the Buddhist
ethical guidelines and always wore the simple, all-white

garb.
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DIETARY PRACTICES Specific meals for specific occa-
sions vary considerably throughout the Buddhist world,
but virtually all traditions in all countries share two
basic dietary prohibitions: alcohol is typically prohibit-
ed (always for monks), being regarded as a clouder of
reason; likewise, meat is typically not eaten. One of the
most basic ethical principles in Buddhism is that which
prohibits the killing of any other being; this principle
fundamentally informs Buddhist dietary practices. Veg-
etarianism is the ideal, certainly, but not always the prac-
tice, even in monasteries. Monks in particular are put
in a kind of ethical double bind when it comes to eating.
As much as they may wish to practice vegetarianism, in
countries where monks go from home to home begging
for their meals, they are also under an ethical and philo-
sophical obligation to take (without grasping) whatever
is offered; this provides the laity with the opportunity
for a kind of domestic asceticism. Thus, if a layperson
offers meat, the monk is obligated to accept it. The pro-
hibition against killing or harming other beings, howev-
er, importantly involves intention, and if the monk had
no say in the killing of the animal and if it was not killed
specifically for him, then no karmic taint adheres to him
because there was no ill intention on his part.

On particularly important holidays or festival days,
Buddhists often eat special foods. For instance, in many
countries laypeople eat a special milk and rice mixture,
a kind of gruel intended to symbolically replicate Su-
jata’s initial gift of rice gruel to the Buddha, which en-
abled him to gain the strength for enlightenment.

RITUALS Puja, or “honor,” is a ubiquitous form of wor-
ship throughout the Buddhist world, most typically di-
rected at images of the Buddha and the various bodhi-
sattvas and at the Buddha’s relics. Although the Buddha
himself explicitly stated that he was not to be wor-
shiped, either while he was alive or after his death—and
that it was the dharma that should, instead, be learned
and practiced—puja, in fact, often looks very much like
worship, sometimes involving a great outpouring of
emotion and adoration, even amounting to what seems
like worship of a god. Buddhists frequently make offer-
ings to images, typically fruit but sometimes money, as
a gesture of respect, as an act of renunciation, or, in
some cases, in the hopes of some favor in return, per-
haps happiness or prosperity. Such acts of devotion are
often performed in temples but can also be performed
in small shrines in the home.

Puja typically involves not only the making of an
offering but also meditation and prayer. Frequently a
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Buddhist layperson will approach an image, make his or
her offering, and then kneel in prayer or meditation.
These meditations sometimes involve a mental recon-
struction of the Buddha’s auspicious qualities—perhaps
his compassion or his profound wisdom—with the
hope of cultivating those qualities oneself. The medita-
tion might be directed to the well-being of others, one’s
family members in particular, or one’s ancestors. These
are often individual acts of quiet and contemplative de-
votion, but in some settings they can also be congrega-
tional as well. Likewise, such devotion sometimes is
quite physical in nature. In Tibet, for instance, Buddhist
laypeople will frequently circumambulate a stupa, turn-
ing smaller prayer wheels as they do (symbolically turn-
ing the Wheel of the Dharma), a ritual act that is also
sometimes performed by making a series of bodily pros-
trations. Increasingly, laypeople are also becoming in-
volved in formal meditation, traditionally the province
of monks only. In Thailand, Myanmar (Burma), and Sri
Lanka, for instance, lay meditation classes are held at

monasteries and temples.

Buddhist weddings are a relatively recent phenome-
non, largely developed as a result of colonial exclusion
of those who were not formally married. In some in-
stances monks officiate at such events, although this is
unusual. Funerals, though, quite often involve monks,
who recite sacred texts, offer prayers for the dead in-
tended to ensure their speedy and auspicious rebirth,
and in some cases chant special “protective” verses in-
tended to ward off potentially evil spirits associated
with incomplete karmic transference from one birth to
the next.

The first places of pilgrimage in Buddhism were as-
sociated with the Buddha’s relics. The Buddha said his
followers could go to these places and feel great joy and
tranquility. Furthermore, the Buddha explicitly stated
that even those who died on the journey to such a place
would experience the same mental and physical benefits
as those who reached their destination. As Buddhism
spread throughout India and the rest of Asia, new pil-
grimage places emerged, some directly associated with
the Buddha’s relics or with important events in his life
and others more local in significance. The physical act
of pilgrimage became, by extension, analogous to the
inner journey that one “on the path” was to make. As
such, pilgrimage is a kind of renunciation in microcosm,
a departure from—and symbolic renunciation of—the
mundane and domestic world in pursuit of a higher reli-
gious goal. Pilgrims, like monks, frequently dress in sim-
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ple, distinctive clothes; they take vows of chastity and
abstain from any karmically harmful acts; they meditate
and study. Certainly the pilgrim, unlike the monk, even-
tually returns to normal life, but the ideal is that he or
she returns changed by the experience and shares this
change with those who did not make the journey.

RITES OF PASSAGE The most basic rite of passage in
Buddhism is the taking of the Three Refuges (also
known as the Triple Gem): “I go for refuge to the Bud-
dha, I go for refuge to the dharma, I go for refuge to
the sangha.” This is a ritual recitation of the intent to
live as a Buddhist, to embody the dharma, and to seek
guidance from the dharma, and, as such, it is a kind of
minimal condition for becoming a Buddhist. For the
monk, this simple ritual is the first step in a far more
elaborate rite of passage: formal ordination into the
sangha. The first step in this elaborate process is sever-
ing one’s ties with domestic life, a ritual renunciation
that is usually called “leaving home for homelessness.”
It is followed by a series of vows, particularly the vow
to follow the code of monastic discipline, the Vinaya.
For lay Buddhists other significant rites of passage are
birth; marriage, which in many Buddhist countries is fre-
quently marked by the taking of specifically Buddhist
vows; and death, which marks not only the end of this
life but the transition to the next rebirth.

MEMBERSHIP The Buddha stressed several key issues
with regard to membership within the Buddhist tradi-
tion, among these the following two: first, Buddhism
was open to anyone, regardless of social status or gender
(this would later become an issue within the sangha,
however, as women were excluded in at least some Bud-
dhist schools); and second, that becoming a Buddhist
was an entirely self-motivated act. In a sense the Buddha
and his early followers did engage in missionizing activi-
ties, but they did so not so much to gain converts to
their new religion as to share the dharma out of compas-
sion, out of an attempt to alleviate the suftering (dubkba;
Pali, dukkba) that, according to the Buddha, characterizes
life. The first formal Buddhist mission was initiated by
Ashoka (third century B.C.E.), who sent his son, Mahin-
da, to Sri Lanka to establish a lineage of monks in that
country.

Buddhists have never been particularly zealous in
spreading their religion. Rather, Buddhist ideals have
historically been imported and incorporated into indige-
nous practices, such as the integration of Buddhism with
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Temporary Ordination

An important way for the sangha (community of
monks) and the laity to interact in many Theravada
countries—such as Thailand, Myanmar (Burma),
Cambodia, and Sri Lanka—is through the practice
of temporary ordination, a relatively recent innova-
tion. Men of varying ages are ordained as monks
temporarily, for anywhere from a few days to several
weeks. They undergo the same initiation process
that a novice monk would undergo: the departure
from home life, the shaving of the head, the donning
of the monk’s robes, and the taking of the ritual
recitation known as the Three Refuges (also known
as the Triple Gem). These temporary monks live as
all monks live, observing the rules of monastic dis-
cipline (the Vinaya), studying the dharma (the
teachings of the Buddha), and meditating.

The benefits of temporary ordination are not
only that it spreads the dharma directly, affording
the temporary monk to gain a firsthand understand-
ing of what it means to live according to the
Buddha's teaching, but that it is also an effective
means to involve laypeople in the workings of the
monastery without compromising the monk'’s asceti-
cism. The temporary monk returns to his domestic
life and spreads what he has learned to his family
and friends, and typically he and his family maintain
a closer relationship with the monks and the
monastery. In Sri Lanka, for instance, where tempo-
rary ordination is a new phenomenon, some promi-
nent monks have gone so far as to say publicly that
this practice will save the religion and stop the
moral decay of the young.

Taoism and Confucianism in China or the integration
of Buddhism and the indigenous Bon tradition in Tibet.
This has meant, in practice, that Buddhism has typically
grown and spread through would-be converts coming
to the religion rather than the religion actively seeking
them out. One important way Buddhism has grown in
the modern era is through immigration of Asians to Eu-
rope and North America, particularly since the end of
World War II. These immigrants gradually set up tem-
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ples in their adopted countries, and frequently curious
non-Asians were drawn in. Furthermore, because tem-
ples were often begun by lay Buddhists, new and ex-
panded roles for the laity emerged.

In Asia, also, many popular new movements have
emerged during this same period. The lay movement
Soka Gakkai International, which began in Japan but
has spread throughout the world, adopts the teachings
of the thirteenth-century Zen teacher Nichiren and fo-
cuses on a kind of practical self-transformation through
chanting. In Sri Lanka the Sarvodaya movement has ex-
panded Buddhist membership by focusing on practical,
village-oriented development projects with a decidedly
Buddhist orientation. In Thailand the Dhammakaya
movement, founded by a laywoman, has become enor-
mously popular. And in India there has been a resur-
gence of Buddhism among the untouchable population
since the public conversion of the first president of
India, A.K. Ambedkar, in 1956 (there are now some 6
million Ambedkar, or Dalit, Buddhists in India).

RELIGIOUS TOLERANCE Because of its emphasis on
self-effort and its recognition that people learn and
progress at different rates, Buddhism has always been a
profoundly tolerant religious tradition, tending to view
other religions not so much as competitors but as differ-
ent versions of the same basic quest for truth and salva-
tion. Indeed, the Buddha never proposed that his was
the only path but rather that it was the most efficacious;
a person following some other religious tradition, an
early text states, would be like a man slowly walking to
his destination, whereas the Buddhist was like a man rid-
ing a cart to that same place. Certainly the walker and
the rider would both, in time, reach their destinations,

but the latter would arrive much sooner.

This is not to say that Buddhists have not engaged
in polemical attacks against other religions. Certainly
they have, such as the scholarly attacks on Hinduism
that were common in Buddhism in the medieval Indian
milieu. This is also not to say that Buddhists have not
clashed, sometimes violently, with members of other re-
ligions. In modern Sri Lanka, for instance, Buddhists
and Hindus have been fighting against each other in a
civil war that has taken the lives of tens of thousands;
however, this and other such clashes tend not to be wars
about differing religious ideologies so much as they are
about ethnic and political tensions.
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SOCIAL JUSTICE On the surface it would appear that
Buddhism would not be a religion that lends itself to
taking an active role in social issues, given that at its core
is the individual search for individual salvation. It is im-
perative, however, to understand that the Buddha set out
for his quest for enlightenment not out of a selfish quest
for spiritual fulfillment but out of compassion and the
burning desire to alleviate the suffering of all beings, and
it is this fundamental emphasis on compassion that in-
forms and orients the Buddhist sense of social justice.

In the latter part of the twentieth century there
emerged across the Buddhist world a phenomenon that
scholars and Buddhists alike have labeled engaged Bud-
dhism, a broad and varied movement that addresses is-
sues such as poverty, education, and human rights.

The number of Buddhist organizations addressing
economic issues throughout the world has grown tre-
mendously since the middle of the twentieth century.
These organizations participate in a staggering range of
activities, from those that operate purely on the village
level to those with a decidedly international scope. One
of the most interesting modern Buddhist groups to deal
with the issue of poverty is Sarvodaya, which began in
1958 with the purpose of addressing social, economic,
and environmental issues in Sri Lanka. In 1987 Sarvo-
daya started Sarvodaya Economic Enterprises Develop-
ment Services (SEEDS), intended explicitly to address
poverty and economic issues. The goals of SEEDS are
nothing short of the eradication of poverty, accom-
plished through developing, at the local and village level,
means for sustainable livelithood. SEEDS provides voca-
tional training, helps local groups develop projects relat-
ed to agriculture and marketing, assists in technical is-
sues, and provides low-interest loans to help start
sustainable projects. Although this is a movement spe-
cific to Sri Lanka, countless other such movements have
emerged in South, Southeast, and East Asia. For in-
stance, the Metta Dana Project, based in central Myan-
mar (Burma), is a similar grassroots organization that
focuses not only on poverty but also on health care and
educational issues. Likewise, the Tzu Chi Foundation,
in Taiwan, in addition to addressing a large range of so-
cial issues, provides a range of charities and economic
relief, including home repair, medical aid, food distribu-
tion, and funeral assistance. In India the Karuna Trust,
formed in 1980 by a group of Western Buddhists, fo-
cuses specifically on India’s approximately 6 million
formerly untouchable Buddhist converts, sometimes
called Dalit Buddhists, providing disaster relief and sup-

port for a wide range of economic development projects.
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Buddhist education has traditionally been in the
monasteries—this is where monks receive their formal
education and where laypeople traditionally go to hear
dharma talks. One of the first people to promote a more
formal educational system was Henry Steele Olcott,
who, along with the Sri Lankan reformer Anagarika
Dharmapala, established a network of distinctly Bud-
dhist schools in Sri Lanka in the latter half of the nine-
teenth century. Since then Buddhist schools have been
founded, with varying degrees of success, throughout
Asia. One particularly important aspect of this has been
the education of women. As new female monastic move-
ments have emerged across Asia, such groups have fo-
cused specifically on the education of girls and young
women. In Taiwan the Fo Kuang Shan movement has
been active in Buddhist education, establishing a net-
work of Buddhist schools from primary schools to col-

lege.

Buddhist groups specifically concerned with human
rights began to draw widespread recognition during the
Vietnam War, when Buddhist monks took an active
role in protesting not only American military involve-
ment in Vietnam and Cambodia but also the activities
of the communist governments in those countries. One
particularly prominent figure in this movement has been
Thich Nhat Hanh, an outspoken monk who left Viet-
nam in 1966 and took up residence in France, where
he has continued to be an important voice. He is the
founder of Plum Village, a Buddhist retreat that pro-
motes a cross-cultural, interdenominational apprecia-
tion of human life.

Buddhist human rights activists have been particu-
larly active in Myanmar (Burma) and Tibet. The Free
Burma Coalition (FBC), for instance, is an umbrella or-
ganization that was founded in 1995 by a group of Bur-
mese and American graduate students to address human
rights violations by Myanmar’s military. FBC is associ-
ated with the National League for Democracy, a group
that has been led by Aung San Suu Kyi, the 1991 winner
of the Nobel Peace Prize. FBC is a large network, partic-
ularly active on the Internet, of activists, dissident aca-
demics in exile, labor groups, and refugees, all working
to ensure the protection of human rights in Myanmar’s
highly volatile political climate. Tibet has been an even
more consistent focus of human rights groups since the
1950s and the exile of the Dalai Lama to India. In part
motivated by the Dalai Lama himself, numerous groups
in the West and in Tibet have worked to monitor and
protect human rights in that country by organizing pro-
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tests, mounting Ietter—writing campaigns, appealing to
foreign governments for political and economic pres-
sure, and so on. Prominent Buddhist organizations such
as Soka Gakkai and Fo Kuang Shan in East Asia are also
actively engaged in human rights issues, as are countless
distinctly Buddhist human rights organizations and
movements throughout Asia and the West.

SOCIAL ASPECTS Buddhist texts are essentially silent
on the subject of marriage. Although the Buddha did
not lay out rules on married life, he did offer basic
guidelines for how to live happily within marriage. Mar-
ried people should be honest and faithful and avoid
adultery—indeed, one of the ethical rules in the pancha
sila is the prohibition against sexual misconduct, which
is frequently taken in practice to be the endorsement of
marital fidelity and monogamy. In the Parabhava Sutta,
for instance, a significant cause of human error and neg-
ative karma is involvement with multiple women. As for
polygamy, the Buddhist laity are advised to limit them-

selves to one wife.

In traditionally Buddhist countries marriage is a
completely secular affair taking various forms: monoga-
my or polygamy. In many South and Southeast Asian
countries, marriage is traditionally arranged, based on,
among other elements, social standing, education, and
compatibility of horoscopes. Although monks may be
invited to a marriage ceremony, their role is not to con-
duct the marriage itself but, rather, to bless the newly
married couple as they set out on a new stage of their
lives. Ceremonies vary considerably from country to
country and school to school. In the Theravada, for in-
stance, the couple might recite a text such as the Si-
galovada Sutta, which deals generally with marital du-
ties, and they might also recite a devotional text such
as the Mangala Sutta.

Likewise, Buddhist views about the family tend to
be general in nature, based in principle on the intercon-
nectedness of karma. Because the traditional Buddhist
family is a large and extended group that includes aunts,
uncles, cousins, grandparents, and so on, one has a duty
to honor and respect both one’s immediate family and
one’s extended family. In a famous statement the Bud-
dha remarked that one should be kind and compassion-
ate to all living beings because there can be found no
being who was not once in some former life one’s broth-
er, sister, mother, or father. In many Buddhist countries,
particularly those of East Asia, one of the most impor-
tant familial duties is toward one’s dead ancestors, who
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are thought to exist in a special realm and who depend
on the living to continue to honor and care for them.

CONTROVERSIAL ISSUES In general, because Bud-
dhism has no single, centralized religious authority, and
because it philosophically and practically places the em-
phasis on individual effort, there is no single stance on
any controversial issue. Buddhists, if it is possible to
generalize, tend to believe that most issues are decided
by the individual or by the basic ethical guidelines that
were first laid out by the Buddha himself and then sub-
sequently elaborated on in the Vinaya Pitaka. One cen-
tral tenet that informs Buddhist’s understanding of such
controversial issues as capital punishment and abortion
is the prohibition against harming any living beings. Is-
sues such as divorce, which can frequently be governed
by religious rules and authorities, are generally left up
to the individuals involved.

There is no foundation in Buddhism for Buddhists
to oppose birth control. Generally it is held that Bud-
dhist laypeople may use any traditional or modern mea-
sures to prevent conception, since birth control simply
prevents a potential being from coming into existence

and does not harm any sentient beings.

Abortion presents a more difficult, more ambigu-
ous issue. The precept that prohibits killing (and harm-
ing) beings stipulates that killing is governed by five
conditions, the first of which is the presence of a living
being, and so it very much depends on one’s stance on
this issue, which is as contested in Buddhism as it is in

the West.
One would think that Buddhism would have been

entirely open to women, because it is purely one’s own
effort, one’s own ability to understand the nature of the
dharma and to realize the truth of impermanence, that
determines where one is on the path. In other words,
we might expect to find inclusiveness in Buddhism, and
to a certain extent we do. One’s gender should not, in
theory, hinder one’s spiritual attainment any more than
one’s caste would. In practice, however, the status of
women has been anything but clear in Buddhism.

In the early textual tradition the vision of women
is often quite negative, and women become a kind of
hindrance and a distraction, the embodiment of illusion
and the objects of lustful grasping. There are, to be sure,
also positive images of women—as mothers, as devoted
wives, as model givers. This last role is particularly im-
portant, for among the laity it is the women of the com-
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munity who are often most actively involved in support-
ing the sangha and, as a result, in receiving the dharma.

The issue of female monks has been a consistently
contested one, since the Buddha himself reluctantly al-
lowed his aunt Mahapajapati to join the sangha but with
the stipulation that female monks (Pali, bhikkbuni) would
be subject to additional rules. In practice, though, the
lineage of female monastics died out fairly early in the
Theravada, and it has only been in the modern era, often
as the result of the efforts of Western female Buddhists,
that the female sangha has been revived, and even in
these cases women monks are sometimes viewed with
suspicion and even open hostility. Nonetheless, in
Southeast Asia and Sri Lanka, women monastics have
been an important voice and an important symbolic
presence. In the Mahayana and Vajrayana schools, as
well as in Zen, female monks, although certainly not the
norm, are more common than in the Theravada. China
and Korea are the only East Asian countries to allow for
tull female ordination. Beginning in the early 1980s a
move for full female ordination began in Tibetan Bud-
dhism, with the first all-female monastery being built
in Ladakh, India, home of many Tibetan Buddhists
since the Dalai Lama’s exile in 1959. Similarly, Thai
Buddhist woman began to organize a female monastic
order in the 1970s. In Sri Lanka a German woman,
Ayya Khema, began a female monastic order in the
1980s, one that has continued to grow. In 2000 the In-
ternational Association of Buddhist Women was
founded. This umbrella organization brings together the
various female sanghas and provides a vital nexus of
unity and activism.

CULTURAL IMPACT Monks are prohibited from listen-
ing to music and from dancing; such things represent,
from a monastic point of view, a lack of control of the
senses, a kind of indulgence and distraction that is not
conducive to mindfulness. Nonetheless, monks have
often chanted Buddhist texts, and the effect can be al-
most musical. In contemporary Sri Lanka a special class
of monks is trained in such chanting, and recordings of
their recitations are frequently sold as popular music, al-
though the monks themselves have been careful to stipu-
late that this is simply a more effective means of trans-
mitting the dharma and not intended for aesthetic
enjoyment. Elsewhere, in Tibet and East Asia, different
forms of chanting, sometimes with musical accompani-
ment, are common and popular. From the lay perspec-
tive, music can sometimes be a significant form of offer-
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ing, or dana, and an expression of faith in, and attention
to, the Buddha's teachings. Furthermore, at many Bud-
dhist temples drumming, flute and horn playing, and
lyrical chanting all accompany devotional and ritual ac-
tivity.

Some of the earliest examples of Buddhist art and
architecture are the great stupas of Bharhut, Sanchi, and
Amaravati; not only did these stupas contain relics of
the Buddha, but they were embellished with spectacular
stone reliefs. More than decoration or ornamentation,
these sculptures were intended to visually convey the
Buddha’s teachings, to instruct laypeople and monks
alike in the dharma. Key events in the Buddha’s life are
depicted—for example, his defeat of the evil Mara or
the simple gift of sustenance offered by the laywoman
Sujata that enabled Siddhartha to attain enlightenment.

The very nature of a sculptural image in Buddhism
is complex. Although there has been some debate about
the matter, it is clear that Buddhists began to depict the
Buddha early on, perhaps even before he died. The Bud-
dha himself said that images of him would be permissi-
ble only if they were not worshiped. Rather, such images
should provide an opportunity for reflection and medi-
tation. Virtually all Buddhist temples and monasteries
throughout the world contain sculptural images of the
Buddha and the bodhisattvas. These images range from
simple stone sculptures of the Buddha to incredibly in-
tricate depictions of a bodhisattva like Kanon in Japan,
with his thousand heads and elaborate hand gestures and
iconographic details. And although these images func-
tion in the ritual context of the temple and monastery,
they also serve an artistic and aesthetic purpose.

In Tibet particularly, an important artistic form is
the mandala, an aid in meditation that symbolically de-
picts a world populated by bodhisattvas and other be-
ings. Mandalas, which are often painted on cloth scrolls
but can also be depicted in three-dimensional media or
made out of sand (to emphasize the impermanence of
all things), are intended to lead the meditator visually
from the outer world of appearance and illusion to the
inner core of being, the very nature of the self and emp-
tiness. In East Asia, Zen has profound influence on the
arts, and there is a long, rich tradition of Buddhist paint-
ing. Painting is seen as a form of meditation, a method
of attaining insight into the immediacy of the moment
and the transiency of the natural world. Other impor-
tant artistic Buddhist endeavors in East Asia include
archery, gardening, and the tea ceremony, all of which
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combine ritual action, meditation, and artistic expres-

sion.

Most of the Buddhist architecture of India is long
gone, although Bodh Gaya, where the Buddha attained
enlightenment, continues to be a vital center of activity
not only for India’s Buddhists but for Buddhist pilgrims
throughout the world. Some of the most spectacular ex-
amples of Buddhist architecture can be found in South-
east Asia. At Angkor Wat, in Cambodia, for instance,
Buddhist kings constructed an enormous monument
that re-creates the cosmic hierarchy of divine and semi-
divine beings in order to symbolically convey the con-
cept that their earthly rule paralleled a celestial one; the
ruins of similar monuments can be found in Pagan,
Myanmar (Burma), in the ancient cities of Anuradhapu-
ra and Polonnaruwa in Sri Lanka, and in several ancient
cities in Thailand. One of the most magnificent exam-
ples of Buddhist art and architecture is the temple com-
plex at Borobudur, on the island of Java in Indonesia,
an almost unfathomably elaborate and extensive archi-
tectural marvel.

]acola Kinnard

See Also Vol. 1: Mabayana Buddbism, Theravada Buddhism,
Tibetan Buddhbism
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