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Major World Belief Systems
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Judaism:

Judaism is the first monotheistic religion – that is, the followers believe in one God.  It began in the land of Canaan, also known as Palestine, which is modern day Israel.  Hebrews are the followers of Judaism and they call their God Yahweh. Hebrews believe that God is the creator and ruler of the universe and that he made both the world and its first humans called Adam and Eve. In the story of Adam and Eve, the two humans commit a sin, or wrongdoing, and turn their backs on God’s rules. Because of this, God sends to earth prophets, or teachers, to help people live a good and faithful life. 

In Judaism, Hebrews believe that their history started with a man by the name of Abram. In the story Abram is married to a woman named Sarai, but she cannot have children even though they want to start a family. So, Sarai tells her husband that he may create a child with her maid named Hagar. Hagar then bears a son by the name of Ishmael. 
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Abram is then visited by God who makes a covenant, or agreement, with Abram. The covenant said that if Abram would follow God’s ways then he would have many children and been given a home in the Promised Land. Abram agreed, and he and his wife settled in the land of Canaan/ancient Palestine (modern day Israel) and changed their names to Abraham and Sarah to show their devotion (love) to God. 
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Not long after, Sarah gave Abraham a son whom they called Isaac. Now that Sarah had her own son with Abraham, she did not want Hagar and Hagar’s son around any longer. She did not want Ishmael, who was the oldest son of Abraham, to inherit the Promised Land (Canaan). So, Abraham, with the approval of God, exiled both Hagar and Ishmael to the desert. 

Later, in order to test Abraham’s love and commitment to him, God told Abraham to take his son Isaac up on Mount Moriah and kill him. Abraham got as far as holding the knife to his son’s throat when an angel appeared and told him that he had proved his love and did not need to kill his own son. Abraham then became the father of Judaism and his descendents (children) are known as Jews. Jews believe that Isaac, son of Abraham and Sarah is the true descendent of Abraham and is entitled to the Promised Land of Canaan.
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Overtime, the descendants of Abraham—through the line of Isaac—began to turn their backs on God. As a result, God punished them by having Egypt conquer Israel and enslave the Jewish people.  Eventually, God sends a prophet by the name of Moses to save the Jews. As Moses and the Jews escape from Egypt, Moses is visited by God and is given the Ten Commandments. The commandments are religious rules, which all Jews are supposed to follow. Overtime, Jews, with the help of Moses, recorded their beliefs, history, and religious laws of God into a sacred book called the Torah.  Today, the Torah is used during worship at a Temple or Synagogue and is interpreted by a Jewish prophet/leader called a Rabbi.  Today Jews await the arrival of a savior sent by God called the Messiah who is supposed to protect them and their promised land from their enemies.

Christianity:
[image: image5.jpg]



Canaan was also the place where another religion got its start. Christianity, like Judaism, is a monotheistic religion and began in the land of Canaan (Palestine), which is modern day Israel.  Christians are the followers of Christianity and they also believe in God. Christians believe that God is the creator and ruler of the universe and that He made both the world and its first humans called Adam and Eve. In the story of Adam and Eve the two humans commit a sin, or wrongdoing, and turn their backs on God’s rules. Because of this, God sends to earth prophets or teachers to help people live a good and faithful life. 

As in Judaism, Christians believe that their history starts with the story of Abram and Sarai and that they are the decedents of Abraham and his son Isaac. This is because Christianity came from Judaism.  Sometime during the years 8 to 4 B.C., a Jewish boy named Jesus was born in Bethlehem, a small town in ancient Palestine. 
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 Jesus was a Jew who studied with rabbis, Jewish scholars, and teachers.  He even became a preacher himself. Jesus preached to the poor about God’s (Yahweh’s) goodness and mercy.  He is also claimed to have performed miracles such as healing the sick and raising the dead. 
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At this point in time, Jews were still waiting for God to send them a Messiah, or savior, who was supposed to help protect them.  Some Jews believed Jesus was that Messiah.  These Jews began to call Jesus by the name of Christ, which is the Greek word for messiah.  Those who believed in Jesus broke away from Judaism and began to call themselves Christians.

Some government and religious leaders considered Jesus’s teachings and large following a threat to their own power.  When Jesus came to Jerusalem, a holy city in Palestine, to celebrate the Jewish feast of Passover, the authorities decided to get rid of him.  Jesus was arrested.  After a brief trial, he was crucified upon a cross. After he died, Jesus was put in a tomb.  
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After three days, according to his disciples, or followers, he was resurrected from the dead and later went up into heaven.  Jesus’s disciples spread his teachings and their belief that he was the Messiah promised in Jewish scripture.  From its roots in Judaism, a new religion emerged called Christianity.

The story of Jesus’ life is told in the four gospels which became part of the Christian holy book called the Bible.  The Bible is made up of the Old Testament (which follows the records of the Torah) and the New Testament, which contains gospels about Jesus written 30 years after his death. 

Today, Christians worship in a Church where they listen to the teachings of a Priest or Pastor who interprets the Bible. 
Islam:
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After Jesus’s death, a third monotheistic religion called Islam began in Saudi Arabia.  A man named Muhammad was born in Mecca (Saudi Arabia) and he founded Islam.  A believer in Islam is called a Muslim.
Muslims, like Jews and Christians, believe that God, who in Islam is called Allah, is the creator and ruler of the universe and that he made both the world and its first humans called Adam and Eve. 
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Also, like Jews and Christians, Muslims believe that their history starts with the story of Abram and Sarai. Muslims don’t believe however that they are the decedents of Abraham and his son Isaac. Instead Muslims believe that Ishmael was truly the first-born son of Abraham. 

As such, they believe that God asked Abraham to sacrifice Ishmael on Mount Moriah, not Isaac. According to Muslim belief, when Abraham exiled Hagar and her son Ishmael to the desert, they almost died. But then a spring of water, sent to them by God, saved them. Muslims believe that they are the descendents of Abraham and Ishmael. 
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Later on, when Muhammad was about 40 years old, he retreated to a cave to escape the world’s evils. In the cave, Muhammad would fast (not eat) and pray. One day, when Muhammad was alone in the cave, he heard a voice.  Muhammad believed that the voice came from the angel Gabriel, who was revealing to him the will of God.  For the next 12 years, Gabriel continued to send revelations to the prophet Muhammad.  Later, the revelations were collected into the Qur’an (also spelt Quran or Koran), which became the holy book of Islam.  Muhammad told other people about the divine messages he received.  He criticized the wealthy people of Mecca for turning their backs on the poor and needy.  He encouraged them to reject their wicked ways and to worship the one true God – Allah.  
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Leaders in Mecca, a city in modern day Saudi Arabia, thought Muhammad’s teachings threatened their traditions and businesses.  Some plotted to kill him so Muhammad and a group of followers escaped to the nearby “city of the prophet” called Medina, also in Saudi Arabia, where they were welcomed.  Muslims date the beginning of their calendar from this important year in their history.  Eventually, Muhammad returned and conquered Mecca where he smashed images of other gods in the Kaaba, a cube shaped building within the Masjid al-Haram Mosque in Mecca, and dedicated the Black Stone, on the Kaaba, to God.

A basic teaching of Islam—which means submission the will of God—is that a Muslim must believe that there is only one god, Allah, and that Muhammad is the prophet of God.  A good Muslim practices the Five Pillars of Islam: (1) belief in Allah, (2) prayer five times daily, (3) charity to the poor and aged, (4) fasting during the holy month of Ramadan, and (5) a hajj or pilgrimage to the city of Mecca.
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