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Insights Into Faiths
Volume 2
The Abrahamic Faiths

Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Baha’i
This publication is sponsored by the ‘Faiths in Action’ programme of the Community Development Foundation
INTRODUCTION
The contents of this briefing are based on information given to members of the Elmbridge Multifaith Forum during meetings and visits to ‘Faith Centres’. Reports on these visits were referred back to our hosts for checking. The source of the information is given at the beginning of each article.

Our aim is not so much to provide an authoritative or comprehensive description of the faiths included, as to offer an understanding of them which we have found helpful and which we are passing on in the hope that others will also find our insights helpful.

In our previous volume we looked Faiths of ‘Indian’ and Persian Origin. If you would like a copy, please phone or email Geoff Morris. 
.
1. Judaism

Sources: Our ‘insights’ into Judaism are based on a talk by Rabbi Jacqui Tabick during our visit to the Reform Synagogue in Weybridge on 9th May 2006; a description and sampling of ‘Jewish Festival Foods’ at the Orthodox Synogogue in Staines on 14th June, 2006 and talks by Mrs Phyllis Conway (Orthodox) and Mrs. Avril Halle (Reform) on ‘Aspects of Judaism’ on 18th February, 2009
The Torah, the Pentateuch, the Mishna and the Talmud
The ‘laws’ of Judaism are set down in the ‘Torah’, which is contained in the Pentateuch – i.e. the first five books of what Christians refer to as the ‘Old Testament’ (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Deuteronomy and Numbers). Whilst the earliest parts of Genesis give accounts of The Creation, Adam and Eve, Noah’s Ark and the Tower of Babel, the history of the Jews really begins with Abraham aka. ‘Ibrahim’, who lived about 2000BCE. 
Abraham belonged to a nomadic group who shared the Hebrew language. He was born in Ur of the Chaldees, and was told by the God of the Hebrews, ‘Yaweh’ that He would make him into a great nation, through which all peoples on earth would be blessed. He was told to lead his ‘family’ to Canaan, where “the Lord appeared to Abraham and said, ‘To your offspring I will give this land”. This promise was repeated as Abraham’s family continued their wanderings, and the promise became a ‘covenant’ as a token of which  all Abraham’s male family should be circumcised when eight days old.
Abraham’s descendants, included, in particular, Isaac, Esau, Jacob (aka ‘Israel’) and Joseph. Because of famine in Canaan, Jacob and his family of 70 (the ‘Israelites’) moved to Egypt, where they prospered and multiplied to such an extent that Pharoah decreed that all male Hebrew children should be killed at birth. Thanks to his Mother’s subterfuge, Moses escaped death and was adopted by Pharaoh’s daughter, with his mother as nursemaid. Moses left Egypt when a young man but later returned with Aaron to demand that Pharaoh allow him to lead all remaining Israelites out of Egypt. Pharaoh at first refused but, after a series of ‘plagues’, Moses’ request was granted, and he led the ‘Children of Israel’ into Sinai, rather than take the direct route through the Land of the Philistines.
The Torah recounts how Moses met God on Mount Sinai and received the ‘Ten Commandments’, which he inscribed on tablets and placed in ‘The Ark of the Covenant’.

The remainder of the Torah is a mixture of stories of the Israelite wanderings in the desert and, most importantly, further ‘commandments’ given to Moses. In all there are 613 commandments in the Torah.
In addition to the laws recorded in the Torah, a number of laws grew up in oral form, and these were codified in the Mishna which was completed by 300CE. In the 6th century CE Babylonian Jews assembled a series of commentaries on the Mishna containing over 2.5 million words, and this became known as the Talmud. The Talmud went into great detail in every sphere of life, such as proper blessings to recite over food and wine.
Other Hebrew Scriptures
The remainder of the Jewish scriptures is a compilation of history, ‘wisdom’, psalms and prophesy. An underlying theme is a special relationship with God, and the belief that disasters are the result of failure to comply with God’s laws or instructions, and that, even if we do seem to suffer unfairly, as in the case of Job, we must not blame God. .The coming of  a Messiah (Saviour) was prophesied.
Worship

Early Jewish worship was in temples, notably the Temple of Solomon in Jerusalem.  Priests would perform acts of sacrifice, often involving the slaughter of animals on the altar. Priesthood was the right and duty of members of the Cohen family.
In 70CE the Temple in Jerusalem was sacked by the Romans, as were many smaller temples, and, whilst priests still exist, most worship now takes place in synagogues  (meeting places), where instruction in the Jewish faith is given by Rabbis (teachers). During worship members of the congregation read from scrolls containing, in particular, the Torah. Scrolls are made of parchment and are handwritten. If a mistake occurs in any page, the whole page must be destroyed and rewritten. Not surprisingly a scroll costs thousands of pounds.
Forms of Judaism in the UK Today
Jonathan Sachs, Chief Rabbi of the United Synagogues, wrote ‘There are many paths to faith’. This is true within Judaism itself, where there are ‘Orthodox’ and ‘Progressive’ streams with ‘Ultra-Orthodox’ and ‘Liberals’ at extreme ends of the spectrum. All groups share:
1. Observance of ‘the Law’

2. Observance of the Sabbath

3. Observance of the Jewish Festivals

4. Belief that Jews have a divine right to the ‘promised land’ of Canaan.

Orthodox Judaism 
In Orthodox synagogues, all religious duties are performed by males. The men and the women sit separately, the men wearing skull caps and the married women covering their heads. There are no women rabbis and any male who has celebrated his Bar Mitzvah, may play a role in the service. A rabbi usually officiates at services, or a male lay reader. Sometimes a cantor will assist with or lead a service. A Synagogue building has an ‘Ark’, where the Torah scrolls are kept, with the ‘Ner Tamid’ (everlasting light) above. There is also a ‘bimah’, a raised reading desk. 

Worship: As well as Sabbath and festival services some synagogues have daily morning and evening services, if numbers allow. In order to hold a communal service a quorum of ten adult males is required. Boys are considered adult in ritual terms at the age of 13 when they become Bar Mitzvah. Girls may have a Bat Mitzvah ceremony at the age of 12.

Sabbath: The seventh day of each week is observed as a ‘day of rest’. It starts at sunset on Friday and ends at sunset on Saturday. (All festivals also begin and end at sunset). The family should have all work done and the evening meal prepared before the Sabbath begins. When the men return from synagogue after the Friday evening service, the family brings in the Sabbath with three major blessings before the meal – over the candles, wine and special bread known as challah. There is also a blessing over children if they are present. The meal is usually a traditional one and is followed by grace after meals. Saturday is mostly spent going to synagogue for the morning service and having a restful day as no work is to be done. Many orthodox Jews will not use public transport on the Sabbath or even drive cars as these activities involve ‘work’.There is a small ceremony marking the end of the Sabbath, called Havdalah, (meaning ‘differentiation’) which includes blessings over wine and a special plaited candle. 
The Jewish home: Every Jewish home has a ‘mezzuzah’ on an outside doorpost. This is a container for a small parchment on which a scribe has written a prayer called the ‘Shema’. The parchment, like the Torah scrolls, is made from the skin of a ‘kosher’ animal. The home contains many artefacts used in ritual observance such as candlesticks and wine goblets.

Jewish food customs: Jews must keep meat and milk products separate, and must not consume milk or its products earlier than 3 hours after a meat meal. Not mixing meat and milk applies also to crockery, cutlery, saucepans and all implements. Other rules include eating only animals that have cloven hooves and chew the cud. (This of course excludes any form of pig meat). Meat has to be soaked to remove all blood. Birds of prey are not permitted. Fish must have fins and scales, which excludes all shellfish. 
Marriage: For a Jewish marriage ceremony to be held Jews may only marry other Jews. The ceremony takes place under a canopy and can be held in a synagogue or any other venue.
Exclusivity: Whilst Jews are very hospitable, Orthodox Jews do not seek converts. Though it is just possible for a gentile to be accepted as a Jew, the privilege is normally inherited through the female line of descent..  

Death: Jews have their own cemeteries, and the deceased are buried as soon as possible There are no flowers, only prayers. There then follows a period of seven days intensive mourning.

Festivals:  Jewish life is structured around the observance of the following religious festivals:
‘Rosh Hashana’ is the Jewish New Year, where people examine their behaviour over the past year. A ram’s horn is blown in the service. Special foods eaten are apples and honey.

‘Yom Kippur’ is the Day of Atonement when Jews fast for a full 25 hours, taking in no water or food. At this time they ask for forgiveness for the sins they have committed during the past year.

‘Sukkot’ or the Festival of Tabernacles is in remembrance of the huts or booths the Jews lived in while on their 40 year journey to the Promised Land after their liberation from slavery in Egypt. They now often build a hut and for the seven days of the festival may eat in it

‘Chanukkah’ or Festival of Lights commemorates the victory of the Maccabeans over the Assyrians who tried to outlaw Jewish worship and defiled the Temple. During a period of eight days an increasing number of candles are lit each evening in a nine branched candlestick.

‘Purim’ or the Festival of Lots, is the story of the Book of Esther when Jews again survived the threat of elimination, this time in Persia.

 ‘Passover’ is a remembrance of the delivery from slavery at the start of the Exodus from Egypt. It falls around Easter, and a good spring clean of the homes is undertaken. It is an eight day festival during which only unleavened bread (matzah) is eaten. No other food with leaven is permitted. On the first two nights a home service called a Seder is held.

‘Shavuot’ or the Festival of Weeks commemorates the receiving by Moses at Mount Sinai of the Ten Commandments, which is part of the 613 commandments in the Torah and where the Covenant of God with the People of Israel is reiterated. Milk foods are eaten at this time, particularly cheesecake. 

Progressive Judaism
Progressive Judaism includes the ‘Reform’ and the ‘Liberal’ Synagogues.

Reform Judaism originated in Germany in the 19th century, when European Jews were influenced by the Enlightenment movement in Europe. The first Reform synagogue established in the UK was the West London Synagogue in 1842. Jews can be ‘Ashkenazim’, those from Eastern & Middle Europe, and ‘Sephardim’, those from Spain, Portugal and N. Africa, depending on where their ancestors went when exiled from Palestine by the Romans in 70 CE.

In both Reform and Liberal Judaism egalitarianism is important. Thus women can lead services and can become ‘Rabbis’ as well as leaders of the congregation. The prayers are similar to those used by the Orthodox but a proportion is read in English in order to be understood. The weekly reading from the Torah (the Pentateuch or the Five Books of Moses) is read in Hebrew but translated into English. A few prayers are recited in Aramaic.

The Ten Commandments are included in the 613 commandments which are found in the Torah. Some are negative (‘Thou shalt not… “) and others are positive. Some of these cannot be applied nowadays, for example those regarding sacrifices, which have not taken place since the Romans destroyed the Second Temple in Jerusalem in the year 70 CE.
 Orthodox Jews believe that the whole of the Torah was directly dictated to Moses by God on Mount Sinai and that this included the ‘Oral Torah’ from which the Talmud evolved. They believe that this Revelation was then complete. Reform Jews believe the Torah represents the word of God but that the there is continuing revelation of God’s will to this day and that as the world changes Jewish practice needs to be modified, as it always has been in the past, to continue to be meaningful in any age. 
Reform Jews believe that, ‘Kavanah’, which means ‘intention’, is important in the observance of prayer and ritual. Thus, in general, Reform Jews might not interpret driving on the Sabbath as ‘work’. Work is prohibited on the Sabbath in Torah and how work is defined differs in the various strands of Judaism. There is a range of observances and individual judgement is important. So, for example, gardening may be considered as work to some or as leisure to others. Thus it is the spirit of the law that is taken into consideration. There is generally a wide range of Jewish observance from the virtually secular to the very observant.
God made a covenant with Abraham as described in Genesis and this was confirmed as a Covenant with the whole Jewish people on Mount Sinai before entering the ‘Promised Land’. 

People can be converted to Judaism by both Orthodox and Progressive rabbinic courts. The Progressives welcome conversion but the Orthodox authorities ask people to wait before beginning the conversion process in order to ensure sincerity. In either case there is a long period of study and training in Judaism, Jewish practice and history and in the Hebrew language to assist in participating in services and study. 

2.Christianity
Sources: Our insights into Christianity are based on:

· EMF talks to Police Cadets, 

· A visit to St. Andrew’s Anglican Church, Cobham on 27th February 2006

· A visit to the First Church of Christ, Scientist, Claygate on 28th June 2007

· A visit to the Friends’ Meeting House in Esher on 19th February, 2008

· A visit to the Lady of Lourdes Catholic Church on 12th June 2008

· A visit to the Coptic Cathedral in Stevenage on 28th March 2009

· A talk by Father Lawrence Freeman on 14th June 2009
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A BUDDHIST LIFE
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NIRVANA SUTRA
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SOCIAL AWARENESS
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Shinnyo-en's main buddha image, through which Buddhists find inspiration for their practice, is a 16-foot (5-meter) statue of a reclining Buddha about to enter nirvana. The original one was sculpted by the Shinnyo-en founder himself after being inspired by a passage in the Nirvana Sutra about the significance of buddha images and symbols. 

The Founder often warned against idol worship and hoped that this "nirvana image" would link people to their own buddha nature and invoke the feeling that, as a person sits in front of it, he or she is receiving teachings directly from the Buddha Shakyamuni. It is as if one becomes part of the assembly of people who gathered around the Buddha to hear his last teaching and see him off just before he passed away. Followers of Shinnyo-en can also individually "enshrine" the nirvana image by making their own home altar using a picture of the reclining Buddha. 
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The Origins of Christianity

Christianity is based on the life and teachings of Jesus of Nazareth, a wandering Jewish preacher and healer whose approximate date of birth marked the beginning of the Gregorian calendar. Having been baptized by John the Baptist, Jesus built up a group of ‘disciples’ (followers), 12 of whom he later appointed his ‘apostles’. His teachings brought him into conflict with the Jewish ‘establishment’, notably the Sadducees, who controlled the temple and who persuaded the Roman Governor of Judea to have Jesus crucified as a rebel in about 33 C.E. 

The Teachings of Jesus

At the heart of Christian teaching are the principles of love and forgiveness.
Jesus stresses that he has come not to abolish but to ‘fulfil’ the Jewish Law and the prophets. The overarching commandment is to ‘love the Lord God and your neighbour as yourself’. Your ‘neighbour’ is not just your established friend but anyone with whom you may come into contact, irrespective of race or creed. You should even love your enemies and do good to those who harm you. You should heal the sick and give generously to the poor. If people ask for help, you should do more than they ask.

The nature of God is to love his creation. Because God loves humankind, he will forgive the sins of those who repent.

Christian beliefs

Christians believe that God is not a one-off Creator who sits back and watches impassively, but one who is himself intimately involved in the world.  Further, they believe that God, in order to guide human beings back to him, became human in the person of Jesus, known as the ‘Messiah’ or the ‘Christ’
Jesus claimed to have a unique relationship with God, speaking of God as his Father, and himself as the Son – the terms expressing the closeness and unity between them. Paul’s Letter to the Philippians in the New Testament spoke of Jesus as “identified with God in the beginning of creation, but emptying himself of that divinity when he entered the world as a human being”.  Jesus demonstrated the love of God in the concern he showed for the weak, the poor, the sick, the prisoners, and the lonely.  And by his death on the Cross and then his resurrection and ascension he demonstrated that evil was overcome once for all.  

Christians believe that Jesus rose from the dead following his crucifixion and appeared on several occasions to his disciples before ascending to heaven, promising to send the Holy Spirit to comfort, inspire and empower his followers. No longer alive in the world as a human being, but still active, God continues to work among us through his Spirit.  The doctrine of the Trinity – Father, Son and Spirit – does not suggest that there are three gods, but refers to the three aspects of one God, which enable us human beings to find salvation.  Christians believe that the love of God gives worth and value to each person, all being (as St Paul taught) like different parts of one body – the Body of Christ.

The Christian Writings

The early Christians seem to have expected that a ‘second coming’ of Christ was imminent. They shared their possessions and, having been inspired by the Holy Spirit, went forth to spread the ‘good news’ in preparation for the establishment of the ‘Kingdom of God’. The earliest writings of the ‘New Testament’ in about 57 C.E. were probably some of the letters of St. Paul to the Churches that he had founded during his mission to communities in what we now know as Turkey and Greece. The ‘Acts of the Apostles’ was probably completed two or three years later, shortly followed by the Gospels attributed to Mark, Matthew and Luke, with John towards the end of the first century.

The Christian Church

As the Christian message was spread, theological schisms appeared, notably about the resurrection and the relationship of Jesus Christ to God and the Holy Spirit. There were also many political differences as to where authority lay. 

Things were brought to a head after 313 when the Roman Emperor legalized Christianity with the implication that the Church in Rome, which had been founded by St. Peter, was recognized as the leading body with its Bishop as head of the Church. Within 12 years Bishop Athanasius had convened the Council of Nicea which produced the Nicene Creed, confirming the Doctrine of the Trinity. 
In the 11th century a lengthy power struggle between the churches of the East and West culminated in a schism between the Eastern Orthodox churches and the Roman church.  The two halves look very different, but in fact their beliefs about God, Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit are essentially the same.  
The next great split was the Protestant Reformation of the 16th century, and again it could be said that much of the struggle was political, about the power or authority of the Church.  In England, for instance, one strong reason for Henry VIII wanting to follow the example of the North European churches was the fact that the Pope in Rome refused to give him a divorce!

The main theological differences between the Protestant churches and the Catholic Church were the insistence by the Protestants on the authority of scripture alone, as against the teachings of the Church, and their belief in the ministry of all believers, there being no need for a priest, a saint or any other intermediary between the individual believer and God.

Anglicanism lay somewhere between the Catholics and the Protestants, retaining the tradition of bishops and priests, and placing greater importance than the Protestants on sacraments mediated by the church, but without accepting any authority from Rome, and combining great respect for the Bible as the special revelation of God’s word, with authority also given to the traditions of the church, and also to human reason, guided by the Holy Spirit.

As time went on, Christians in Britain split away from the Church of England to form other reformed churches – Quakers, Methodists, Congregationalists and Presbyterians, all varying in the way they interpret the Bible and in the way they order their worship.  In modern times, Baptists are found in every part of the world, and now the Pentecostal churches, with their emphasis on the power of the Holy Spirit of God, are growing everywhere. 
Jesus prayed that all his followers should be one; some say that the existence of so many different traditions in Christianity stands directly against this prayer, but what unites Christians is far more significant than what divides them.
Worship In An Anglican Parish Church
Worshippers are often called to worship by bells which are rung immediately before the service. Services may take almost any form, but often they will be based on traditional patterns, which are shared with the Roman Catholic Church and include ‘Morning Prayer’, ‘Evensong’ and ‘Holy Communion’. Many protestant churches also follow a pattern that consists of:

1. Opening or ‘bidding’ prayer by the leader.

2. Prayer for the forgiveness of sins.

3. Readings from the Bible.

4. A sermon based on the readings

5. Prayers for the needs of the world and of the parish.

The service may end there or there may be an Act of Communion, in which the participants eat a small piece of bread and sip wine in remembrance of the ‘Last Supper’ on the eve of Jesus’ crucifixion.

The Design of an Anglican or Roman Catholic Church

Churches which now belong to the Church of England were taken over from the Roman Catholic Church at the time of the Reformation (1534). Traditionally the building will be in the form of a cross with the altar/communion table at the head of the cross which will point roughly towards the East (Jerusalem). At or near to the entrance door may be the font, where children or adults may be baptized, symbolizing purity, life and cleansing on their entrance to membership of the church.

 The main body of the church is known as the ‘nave’ where the main congregation sits. Approaching the front of the nave there are the ‘lectern’ where the Scriptures are read, and the pulpit from which the Scriptures are explained. Then there is the inner sanctuary, or ‘chancel’ where the choir normally sit on either side, and at the far end of the chancel is the High Altar, at which the congregation may receive ‘Communion’.  Communion is in remembrance of the ‘Last Supper’ at which Jesus shared bread and wine with his disciples, saying that the bread was a symbol of his body, broken for humankind, and the wine a symbol of his blood, shed for humankind.

The Role of a Parish priest
Whilst Parish priests (often called ‘vicars’) are under the overall umbrella of the Church of England; they are autonomous within their local activity. The church is supported financially by the parishioners and their contributions include the priest’s stipend.   A resident Parish Priest, may actually owns the ‘freehold’ of the Parish church until the age of 70. 

The functions of the priest include the communal confession and forgiveness of sins, with provision for individual confession if requested. Baptisms, funerals, and weddings are undertaken by him, and he is an authorised “Registrar” for marriage. Priests are ‘ordained’ by Bishops, who, by ‘laying hands’ on a priest, pass down from age to age the authority given to St Peter by Jesus Christ. In the Anglican or RC Churches only priests may give absolution for sins or conduct communion services.
Roman Catholicism
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Roman Catholicism was persecuted in the UK after the Reformation and this led to a ‘ghetto mentality’.  Gradually the community became more confident in the twentieth century, After the Second Vatican Council (1962-5), the vernacular replaced Latin as the normal language of worship in the RC churches and greater emphasis was put on the prayer of the whole community (not just the action of the priest) in worship. 

RC believes in the one Creator God, understood as a “Trinity” (Father, Son and Spirit) because of the experience of Jesus Christ as Risen from the Dead. Christ was more than a “Rabbi”, and RC emphasises the continuity from Christ through the Apostles down to the present.  There is also an essential continuity with Judaism (from which it inherits the Hebrew Scriptures, now viewed as ‘The Old Testament’ – alongside the Gospels and letters of the ‘New Testament’.

In the 4th Century AD it was agreed (in context of a dispute) that Christians should recognize the baptism even of those not in ‘full communion’ with the Church – which offers some limits to Christian disunity. The “Pope” (‘Papa’ in Italian – an affectionate term) or “Holy Father” is the symbol of the visible unity of the Church and is in direct line of succession from St Peter, the Apostle. He is also the leader of the “College of Bishops”.  Priests and Bishops get their power from the ordination process through that line of ‘apostolic succession’ and there is great emphasis on “Continuity” in the Roman Catholic Church. 

The most important expression of continuity is the “Eucharist” and the “Communion”.  Thus, the sharing of bread and wine is accompanied by the dropping of crumbs of bread into the chalice as a sign of communion and continuity.  Celebration of forgiveness in “Confession” (more properly, the ‘Sacrament of Reconciliation’) is understood as bringing healing to the community damaged by sin.  Use of this sacrament has fallen away in recent years, however.

In terms of morality, while RC inherits the “Ten Commandments” and the rest of Jewish Law, it is helped in reflecting on ethical issues in the contemporary secular world by emphasis on the “Natural Law” (seen as God’s will embedded in Creation):  the boundaries of God’s action and love are not seen as coinciding with the limits of the Church.  There is probably a greater respect for other Faiths than is possible in some other Christian denominations (since the Holy Spirit is seen as able to work in all people).

 RC claims a teaching authority which is seen as guided (within limits) by the Holy Spirit.  The Pope’s “Infallibility”, defined in 1870, has actually been invoked only once since then, in 1950, and it was in relation to the status of the “Virgin Mary”.

The Coptic Church    

The word “Coptic” is the original name of the Egyptians, being derived from the word “gypt” which stems from the Greek word “Aigyptus”  meaning “Egyptian”. However, at present it refers specifically to the Egyptian Christians.The Coptic Orthodox Church is one of the most ancient Churches in the world. It is “Trinitarian”, conservative and is based on no less a Holy figure than Saint Mark, one of the Disciples of Jesus Christ and the writer of one of the Gospels. His (St Mark’s) House could easily be considered as the first church in the world.
While starting in the then most famed city of Alexandria, St Mark’s work resulted in the dissemination of Christianity throughout Egypt, North, South and even the desert area. There were waves of persecution by the pagan Egyptians in the first century AD, and St Mark was sadly martyred Himself in Alexandria. A further wave of persecution of Christians was conducted in 302 AD by the Roman Emperor Diocletian, and crushing the strong and thriving Egyptian Christians was foremost in his plan. As a result about 800,000 men, women and children were martyred during that pogrom.
The Copts had to face a further challenge when Islam entered Egypt. Although the Muslims treated the Copts well, there were certain impositions, such as the payment of a levy. A period of peaceful coexistence followed, although some tension occurred because the Muslims were unhappy with the so-called “Monophysite” creed, the notion that Christ was a “Human-that-evolved-into-the-Divine”. Nevertheless, the Coptic Community actually flourished, and their language was maintained. Indeed, Coptic (a cross between ancient Egyptian and Aramaic) is still spoken regularly within some families, and always in the church liturgies.
The Church today is dynamic, vibrant, and the Copts constitute about 15% of the population of Egypt at present. There is no Diaspora and about 90% of Copts still live in Egypt. Emigration to Europe, the USA, Canada and Australia has resulted in the establishment of 200 churches in the USA, 40-50 in Australia, but a smaller number in UK, where an estimated 5000 families (about 25,000 individuals) of Copts live and congregate in 25 Parishes. They have the services of the priests, and some medical and social services. The Parish at Stevenage ministers to the area between Milton Keynes and Mill Hill, and from Cambridge to Oxford.
The Coptic Church is Hierarchical”. At the Head is His Holiness Pope Shenouda III, 117th Pope of Alexandria and Patriarch of the See of Saint Mark. There are 90 Bishops, and they form the “Synod”. The Diocesan priests can serve a congregation within a geographical area and non-Diocesan priests undertake certain roles such as general and direct assistance to the Pope. Bishop Angaelos has an extensive role in National (UK) and International Ecumenical and Inter-Faith activities. in the UK.

The Orthodox Church in general is now organised under 2 main Councils: 
1-The Oriental Council which includes the Eastern Church for Russia, and Greece, and, 
2- The Oriental Council that serves Syria, Armenia, and Ethiopia mainly.

The Coptic Church has made two main contributions to Christendom: 
1- Theology: The School of Alexandria is a source of thousands of texts and is a seat of biblical and theological studies. The Holy Bible was translated into Coptic in the second Century.
2- Monasticism and Asceticism. These aspects of religious life grew out of Egypt in the 3rd Century AD with St. Shenouda forming the Order of Hermits, and St. Anthony establishing the first Monastery.
The Sacraments:  Apart from the “Dogma”, which is, in essence, the daily experiences which each member of the Church should live, i.e. Faith in God and communion with God, the Father, the Incarnate Word of God (Jesus Christ), and the Holy Spirit, there are seven Sacraments in Coptic Christianity:


Baptism: This is the Holy Sacrament in which the person is re-born by emersion in water (whole body) 3 times, thus attaining “sanctification, washing, seal and illumination”. This includes Paedobaptism as a continuation of the Apostolic Tradition of infant baptism 


Chrismation: This is the sacrament established by Jesus Christ, whereby the faithful receive the gift of the Holy Spirit directly after Baptism, and it is a sacrament that can be described as a form of anointment.


The Eucharist: This is the sacrament of all sacraments, and it is where the faithful receive the Body and the Blood of Jesus Christ. The Coptic Orthodox  Church believes that this bread and wine is changed into the Body and Blood by the descent of the Holy Spirit through the prayers of the Divine Liturgy. In addition, the Eucharist has been described by the first Ecumenical

Council of Nicea, as symbolic of the “Sacrifice” of the Cross, and a continuing intercession for all creation, the living and the dead.


Repentance and Confession: This is the act of forgiveness and reconciliation with God, and the renewal of the baptismal graces and the hope for eternal life. It is conducted by priests, as they have received this authority from Christ to absolve sins.


Unction of the sick: This is the sacrament by which spiritual healing can be attained through penance and (as mentioned in James 5: 14 & 15) through the prayers of the Elders of the Church (the priests).


Matrinomy: Marriage is a natural and sacred law established since the creation of mankind as described in Genesis. It was considered a “mystery” by Saint Paul, and marriage at Cana was attended by Lord Jesus Christ. It is a union between man and woman dissoluble only by death. Divorce for any other reason than adultery is forbidden. The Church promotes marriage because of its importance in creating the family unit, as well as for its effect on enhancing spiritual and social stability.


Holy Orders: This is the sacred action in which ministers of the Church obtain gifts of the Holy Spirit and authority to act in one of the three clerical degrees, bishop, priest or deacon. This Sacrament is a reflection of the descent of the Holy Spirit upon the Apostles.

The Liturgies: The Coptic Church observes three main Divine Liturgies:

1- The Liturgy of Saint Basil, Bishop of Caesaria.

2- The Liturgy of Saint Gregory of Nazianzus, Bishop of Constantinople.
3- The Liturgy of Saint Cyril I, the 24th. Patriarch of the Coptic Church.

The liturgy is a time when the faithful gather to be in union with the Lord, both by attending the service and by partaking of the Eucharist.

Coptic Fasts and Feasts
The Coptic Church observes fasting extensively, indeed amounting to a total of 210 days out of the 365 days of the year. They are essentially periods of preparation preceding particular feasts. The most significant fasts are the pre-lent fast of one week, followed by 40 days fasting commemorating the Lord’s 40 day fast in the wilderness. Other fasts include Advent (leading to Christmas), fast of the Apostles, the Virgin Saint Mary, the people of Nineveh, Wednesdays (commemorating the betrayal of Lord Jesus by Judas), and Fridays  (commemorating His crucifixion).As for the feasts, they can be major ones, such as the Annunciation, the Nativity, Epiphany, Palm Sunday, the Resurrection, the Ascension, and the Pentecost, as well as many other minor feasts, and regular monthly feasts.

Prayers:  These are the Matins (First Hour of the day), the  Terce (the Third 

Hour), and the  Sext (the Sixth Hour, the None (The Ninth Hour), the Vespers (the Eleventh Hour), the Compline (the Twelvth Hour), and finally the Midnight (1st, 2nd, and 3rd. service). These hours all indicate specific commemorations.

The Church Building: This can be either in the shape of a Cross (Salvation), a Ship (referring to the Saving within Noah’s Ark), or a Circle (a symbol of Eternal life with God, without end).

THE ECUMENICAL COUNCILS: These Councils were convened periodically in order to deal with heresies and to agree definitive Creeds.

The first Council in Nicea (AD 325) was convened to deal with the heresy of Arius, a priest from Libya, as well as decide on other issues, such as events and dates of the Christian calendar.

The Second Ecumenical Council was held in Constantinople in AD 381, and it is when 

the Divinity of the Holy Spirit was Decreed, affirming the oneness of Baptism.

The Third Ecumenical Council was held in Ephesus in AD 431. This Council successfully refuted the Nestorian heresy of separating the two natures of Lord Jesus Christ (the Human and the Divine), and by implication the Status of the Virgin Saint Mary as the Birth Giver of God. These verities were re-affirmed.

The Society of Friends aka ‘Quakers’

In 1611 the publication of the King James 1 Authorised Version of the Bible had made the scriptures widely available. Able to read the Bible for themselves, several groups of ‘puritans’ began to challenge the rituals, pomp and hierarchy of the Anglican Church as they sought a simpler and ‘purer’ form of Christianity.

The Founding Father of the Quakers was George Fox (1624-1692), who preached that to find God we need simply to look within ourselves. We should discover our own ‘Truth’ and sense of ‘Justice’.  Christ taught us to pursue ‘Peace’ and that all men are equal.

The rigorous application of these principles brought the Quakers into various forms of conflict with the establishment. The Blasphemy Act of 1650 made it an offence for anyone to affirm himself or another creature to be God, or equal with God, or that God dwelt in the creation and nowhere else. Was it blasphemy to assert that God was in each of us?

‘Equality’ meant that Quakers did not accept priesthood or the hierarchy of the Church. 

Quakers would not swear an oath, because this implied that they might otherwise lie, whereas it is an obligation of Quakers always to tell the truth. They would not enter into the deceit of meeting in secret. 

Those who were outside the Church (Dissenters) were not able to go to university or hold public office.. A stream of talented and highly principled people found their vocation, therefore, in founding successful businesses such as Cadbury’s and Fry’s chocolates or Kraft foods. They also went into finance e.g. Barclays and Friends Provident Insurance.

George Fox began his ministry in his early twenties and Quakerism was said to be ‘born’ when he preached to a large gathering of separatists in 1652 at Pendle Hill in North Lancashire. Over the coming years various Acts of Parliament were passed against Quaker practices and, when the Act of Toleration was eventually passed in1689, 15,000 Quakers were released from jail, 450 having already died in prison.

Quakers today still adhere to the principles of George Fox and quietly ‘live their faith’. There is no creed and no member is considered more authoritative than any other. In their meetings they sit quietly together, usually for one hour, during which anyone who feels moved by the Holy Spirit to offer a reading or to speak may do so.

Though the Quakers have no ‘hierarchy’ they do have an administrative structure in which local meetings join area meetings and send representatives to the ‘Yearly Meeting’ based at the Friends Meeting House in London.

Business Meetings are meetings for worship in which decisions are reached by consensus

Ideas are tested at various levels and statements of guidance are produced, though always emphasizing that:

“There are no declared creeds or statements that you have to believe to be a Quaker. Our understanding of faith is that true fulfilment comes from attempting to live life in the spirit of love, truth and peace, and by seeking and acknowledging that of God in everyone. The concept of ‘that of God in everyone’ is a key tenet of Quakerism, by which each human being is considered both unique and precious. Interpreting what or who God is, and how God manifests in individuals, is for personal discernment”

An inspiring document is the 24-page ‘Advices and Queries’ which sets out challenging questions for the individual to consider. It is taken from the book of ‘Christian Discipline, Quaker Faith and Practice.

Question: How does one become a Quaker?

Anyone is warmly invited to take part in a Quaker meeting. There is a distinction, however, between attenders and members. If an attender wishes to become a member, he or she may submit an application locally. This will be passed to area level, and an interview will take place with representatives from both levels.

Question: Do Quakers have to be Christians?

Quakerism is based on Christian principles, but Buddhists and others, who accept the same principles, are most welcome.  The individual must make up his/her own mind,

Question: Do you have a children’s meeting?

Yes and they join the last 10 minutes of the main meeting, when they  sit in silence.

Question: Can you tell us about  Quaker Schools?

Benefactors set up schools, some of which meet special needs and some of which are public schools. We were the first to open a mixed boarding school - a consequence of our belief in equality.

Question: How do you fund centrally?

Each local meeting pays a capitation levy to fund central activities, including help with local needs.  Each meeting has a premises committee.

Question: How do you cope with weddings and funerals?

Marriages and deaths are recognised by the State for tax purposes etc. and we do not need a Registrar. 

SQIF’s (Single Quakers in Family) are expected to be sensitive to feelings of family and friends. They should not inflict Quakerism. Appropriate ceremonies are held. CHRISTIAN SCIENCE
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“You shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free”
(Christ Jesus - the Bible - John 8:32)
“Divine Love always has met and always will meet every human need”
Mary Baker Eddy
The centre of every religion is God, as God is the centre of prayer, of worship and of daily life. CS defines God as: “The great I AM; the all-knowing, all-seeing, all-acting, all-wise, all-loving, and eternal; Principle; Mind; Soul; Spirit; Life; Truth; Love; all  substance; intelligence.”  CS is defined as: ”The law of God, the law of good, interpreting and demonstrating the divine Principle and rule of universal harmony”.

The practice of CS is centred on the life and teachings of Jesus Christ, as its “logo” or hallmark indicates.  This ‘seal’ appears on all the church’s official publications.  

                                     [image: image27.wmf]
The cross in the centre with the crown around it represents Jesus’ command to “take up the cross and follow me” and the crown illustrates the joy of Christian healing.

These are high ideals, but Christian Scientists endeavour to follow Jesus’ words on this symbol.  They face life’s challenges through prayer which starts from the basis of the ultimate perfection of God and His spiritual creation.  CS practitioners are available 24/7 for help and healing through prayer.

History of Christian Science
The founder, Mary Baker Eddy, was born in 1821. A devout Christian, she spent the first 45 years of her life in a great spiritual search, which prepared her well for the second 45 years of her life.  In 1866 she had a fall and was severely injured. She opened the Bible and as she read Jesus’ healing of the palsied man she felt a surge of power within her which enabled her to get up healed. Her deep Biblical studies over the next three years were directed towards understanding how this had happened.

She healed many patients and was encouraged by a doctor, after witnessing her successes, to write a book to enable others to understand the method. The first edition of “Science and Health” was thus published in 1875.  It has sold 10 million copies to date and there is a substantial, documented record of healing over the 130 years since its publication.

The CS church began in a modest way 4 years later with the founding statement: “...a church designed to commemorate the word and works of our Master, which should reinstate primitive Christianity and its lost element of healing.”

This is a lay church, its ordained Pastor being the Bible and the CS textbook, ‘Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures’ by Mary Baker Eddy.  Two readers are elected from among the members to conduct the services.  The sermon each Sunday is a Bible Lesson with citations from these two books which is distributed worldwide and studied daily during the week before the service at which it is read.   There is also a Sunday School on Sunday morning, as well as healing testimony meetings every Wednesday evening.

Mary Baker Eddy founded the well-known international daily newspaper “The Christian Science Monitor” in 1908 with the object of creating a worldwide forum for prayer and news. Its mission is: “To injure no man, but to bless all mankind”.  It is a reputable, unbiased and informative newspaper and has received 7 Pulitzer prizes for its fairness, trustworthiness and in-depth quality.  It was launched on-line under csmonitor.com in 1996, one of the first papers to appear there.

Other sources of information are the weekly Christian Science Sentinel and the monthly Christian Science Journal as well as the websites www.tfccs.com  and  www.spirituality.com 

There is much common ground between Christian Science and some of the central tenets of other world faiths.  Turning to God in prayer for healing is an important part of Christian Science. Recorded experiences include an overnight healing of polio when a lady had been told by the doctors that she would never walk again.

UNITARIANISM

History

Early history of Unitarianism is difficult to pinpoint. The concept of “Unitarianism” could be as old as the 4th. Century CE. when Arius (CE 250-336), a Libyan who lived in Alexandria, Egypt, first postulated that Jesus was not of one substance with “the Father”. For this Arius was ruled a heretic at the First Council of Nicea of A.D. 325, later exonerated in 335 at the First Synod of Tyre, but pronounced a heretic again after his death at the First Council of Constantinople of 381CE. 

It is said that the Roman Emperors Constantinius II (337-361CE.) and Valeus (364-378CE.) were Arians or “Semi-Arians” 
(N.B. Arianism is not to be confused with Aryanism, the basis for the Nazi ideology of Adolf Hitler).
However, the matter appears to have been laid to rest until the 16th. Century when Dávid Ferenc aka. Francis David (1510-1579CE) became in Transylvania (now Romania) the Bishop of what is now considered the first Unitarian Church, and King John Sigismund II Zápolya the first “Unitarian monarch”. David, nevertheless died in prison and another early ‘Unitarian’ Michael Servetus (1511-1553) of France was also burnt at the stake in Geneva under the orders of John Calvin because of the heretic views in his book “Errors of the Trinity”. Again, an Italian theologian Faustus Socinus (1539-1604) became leader of the so-called “Socinian” church in Poland. The church was mob destroyed. There were other “martyrs” to the cause of Unitarianism.

In England a key figure in early Unitarian thought was John Biddle (1616-1662CE.) who founded the first “anti Trinitarian” church in Britain and suffered banishment and death in a Scilly island prison.

 In 1662, King Charles II passed the “Act of Uniformity” leading to “the great ejection” of refusing priests, who formed themselves as a result into a variety of non-conformist denominations such as Presbyterianism or Congregationalism, while others evolved into “Unitarianism”. 

The main figures responsible for establishing Unitarianism as a denomination in England were Joseph Priestley, a dissenting minister (better known as the  scientist who discovered oxygen) and Theophilus Lindsey whoopened the first church to use the label ‘Unitarian’ in 1774.

In 1813 the “Trinity Act” was passed, making denial of the Trinity no more illegal. This paved the way for Unitarianism to flourish in the 19th century. 

What is Unitarianism
Historically, Unitarians have adhered strictly to “monotheism” as the belief in one indivisible God, hence their name ‘Unitarian’ as distinct from “Trinitarian”. They maintain that Jesus was a great man and a “prophet” of God, but not God Himself. They believe that Jesus did not claim to be God, nor did His teachings hint at the existence of a “triune God”. Unitarians believe in the moral authority, but not necessarily the “divinity” of Jesus. Thus Unitarians hold Jesus in high regard:

● As a teacher from the Jewish tradition, whose central message was the call to love.

● As a powerful example of integrity, courage and compassionate living.

● As fully and unequivocally human.

● As divine only in the sense that his life and work revealed-or came to symbolise- the divinity and high potential inherent in everyone.

Unitarians do not regard the Bible as an unquestionable authority, but it is to be valued as:

●The human record of a people’s long struggle to understand its origins, its destiny and its God.

● A deep fund of wisdom and insight deserving both attention and respect.

Strands of Unitarianism

Unitarianism encapsulates several strands (see diagram below):

The ‘Humanists’ focus on Charles Darwin’s theory of Evolution. The ‘Universalists’ value the insights of all religions. The ‘Christians’ take a non-doctrinaire view of the teachings of Jesus.
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There are 3 main tenets of Unitarianism:

Freedom: The right of every human being to worship and live his or her life according to his or her conscience.

Reason: An open enquiring search for truth embracing scientific as well as  ‘faith’ evidence.

Tolerance: Acceptance of those who differ culturally, politically or religiously.

Theodore Parker, a 19th century Unitarian is quoted as saying: ”Be ours a religion which like sunshine goes everywhere, its temple all space, its shrine the good heart, its creed all truth, its ritual works of love”
Thus: their motto is “deeds rather than creeds”

Unitarians claim many eminent personalities in many walks of life to have been Unitarians, with names like Benjamin Franklin, George Stephenson, Bell, Morse, Wedgewood, Tate, Bartok, Florence Nightingale, Thomas Jefferson, Elisabeth Gaskell and the inventor of www, Tim Burnes Lee.

Structure, rituals, Ministry:
Unitarians tend to be small congregations, widely represented worldwide. There are larger numbers in the USA, where Unitarians merged with the ‘Univeralist’ church which taught salvation for all and the love rather than the judgement of God.

There are trained ministers but no bishops, and they observe equal rights for men and women.

They do not believe in “Original Sin”, and therefore do not undertake baptism, but instead have services of celebration called ‘Naming’ ceremonies.Funerals and weddings are conducted in whichever manner suits the individual, and same sex blessings are allowed. Meetings are held in churches, chapels or any convenient venue and worship includes hymns, prayers and readings drawn from a variety of sources. Unitarians observe Christmas and Easter (although they do not generally accept the Christian doctrines of Atonement or Resurrection). Pentecost and Whitsun are not usually marked. They may also mark other non Christian occasions, such as ‘Holocaust Day’ and Human Rights Day.

The Flaming Chalice: This symbol was designed by a Czech named Hans Deutsch during the 2nd world war, inspired by the Czech religious reformer Jan Hus who was burnt at the stake for heresy in 1415 because he offered the chalice of communion to laity as well as clergy. It has been adopted as the symbol for Unitarians worldwide and their services start by lighting the chalice.

3. Islam

Sources: Our ‘insights’ into Islam are based on:
1. A visit on 23rd January 2005 to the Islamic Cultural Centre and Mosque in Regent’s Park, London
2.  Numerous visits to the Baitol Futuh (Ahmadiyya) Mosque in Morden.
3.  A talk on the 26th April 2006, by Imam Zymer Salihi on ‘Aspects of Islam’
4.A talk by Professor M.A. Nasasim, the Head of Education, during our visit 0n 27th January to the Shah Jahan Mosque in Woking 
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Arabic inscription of “Allah”,

IS L A M
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 The word Islam means 'submission to the will of God'
Islam is the second largest religion in the world with over 1 billion followers. The 2001 census recorded 1,591,000 Muslims in the UK, around 2.7% of the population.
Muhammad

Muhammad, born in Arabia (570 – 632 A.D.), was an orphan who was brought up, first by his uncle Abu Talib and subsequently by a rich lady dowager, who also had a flourishing trade using caravans to plough the desert routes to neighbouring centres of trade in Iraq, Syria and beyond. Employed within these trade caravans, Mohammed, as a young lad, proved very reliable, honest, and trustworthy. He thus managed to endear himself to all those He associated with because of these qualities and by virtue of His great demeanour. Indeed, the said dowager, named Khadijah, took Him as her husband, even though at His age of 25, she was about 10 years older. Their bond was to prove very strong, even after Mohammed, for various reasons found it necessary to take on more wives.

Discontented with life in Mecca, Mohammed retreated to a cave in the surrounding mountains for meditation and reflection. He would meditate alone for weeks as was His practice for many years, especially on Mount Hira near Mecca. In the year 610, and at age 40, and in the month of Ramadan, tradition holds that, during His retreat on Mount Hira,  the angel Gabriel appeared to Him and commanded Him to recite the following verse:

Proclaim! (or read!) in the name of thy Lord and Cherisher, Who created- Created man, out of a (mere) clot of congealed blood: Proclaim! And thy Lord is Most Bountiful,- He Who taught (the use of) the pen,- Taught man that which he knew not.(Qur'an 96:1-5)

Three years after this event Muhammad started declaring these revelations publicly, proclaiming that "God is One”, and that complete "surrender" to Him (lit. islām) is the only way acceptable to God, and that he himself was a prophet and messenger of God.
According to some traditions, upon receiving his first revelations Muhammad was deeply distressed and contemplated throwing himself off the top of the mountain but the spirit moved closer and told him that he has been chosen as a messenger of God. Muhammad returned home and was consoled and reassured by his wife, Khadijah and her Christian cousin, Waraqah ibn Nawfal. 

Early stages following proclamation of Mohammed’s mission (Islam as a religion):
Muhammad gained few followers early on, and was met with hostility from some Meccan tribes. He and his followers were treated harshly. To escape persecution Muhammad and his followers migrated to Medina (then known as Yathrib) in the year 622, having had indications that He and His followers were to be welcomed and protected there. This event, the migration or Hijra, marks the beginning of the Islamic calendar. In Medina, Muhammad united the conflicting tribes, and after eight years of fighting with the Meccan tribes, His followers, who by then had grown to ten thousand, conquered Mecca. In 632, a few months after returning to Medina from his Farewell pilgrimage, Muhammad fell ill and died. By the time of his death, most of the Arabian Peninsula had converted to Islam and he united the tribes of Arabia into a single Muslim religious polity.



(Al-Masjid al-Nabawi (the Mosque of the Prophet) in Madina, Saudi Arabia, is the site of Muhammad’s tomb)

Mohammed’s role was thus that of a Founder of a Religion, a “commander” of the Faithful, and an organiser of the people of Arabia into a new society and unified entity. This was the earliest indication of the concept of the “Nation” of Islam which was to encompass a large swathe of the known world at the time, from the far west of Africa to the far east of Asia.

From another angle Muslims view him not only as the creator of a new religion, but as the restorer of the original, uncorrupted monotheistic faith of Adam, Abraham, Moses, Jesus and others. In Muslim tradition, Muhammad is viewed, according to some interpretations as the last and the greatest in a series of prophets, and as the man closest to perfection and possessor of all virtues. 

For the last 23 years of his life, beginning at age 40, Muhammad reported receiving revelations from God. The content of these revelations, known as the Qur'an, was memorized and recorded by his companions.

TEACHINGS of ISLAM:

Muslims believe that there is only one God, and will always refer to God by the Arabic name “Allah”.

In Islam, the "normative” example of Muhammad's life is called the Sunnah (literally "trodden path"). This example is preserved in traditions known as hadith ("reports" or “tradition”), which recount his words, his actions, and his personal characteristics. The classical Muslim jurist ash-Shafi'i (d. 820) emphasized the importance of the Sunnah in Islamic law, and Muslims are encouraged to emulate Muhammad's actions in their daily lives. The Sunnah is seen as crucial to guiding interpretation of the Qur'an

Islam belief and practice is based upon “The five Pillars of Islam:
The Five Pillars of Islam are five practices essential to Sunni Islam. Shi'a Muslims subscribe to different sets of pillars which substantially overlap with the Five Pillars. 

The five pillars are:

· The shahadah, which is the basic creed or tenet of Islam: "'ašhadu 'al-lā ilāha illā-llāhu wa 'ašhadu 'anna muħammadan rasūlu-llāh", or "I testify that there is none worthy of worship except God and I testify that Muhammad is the Messenger of God." This testament is a foundation for all other beliefs and practices in Islam. Muslims must repeat the shahadah in prayer, and non-Muslims wishing to convert to Islam are required to recite the creed. 

· Salah, or ritual prayer, which must be performed five times a day. Each salah is done facing towards the Kaaba in Mecca. Salah is intended to focus the mind on God, and is seen as a personal communication with him that expresses gratitude and worship. Salah is compulsory but flexibility in the specifics is allowed depending on circumstances. In many Muslim countries, reminders called Adhan (call to prayer) are broadcast publicly from local mosques at the appropriate times. The prayers are recited in the Arabic language, and consist of verses from the Qur'an. 

· 

Muslims performing salah (Islamic prayer)

· Zakat, or alms-giving. This is the practice of giving based on accumulated wealth, and is obligatory for all Muslims who can afford it. A fixed portion is spent to help the poor or needy, and also to assist the spread of Islam. The zakat is considered a religious obligation (as opposed to voluntary charity) that the well-off owe to the needy because their wealth is seen as a "trust from God's bounty". The Qur'an and the hadith also suggest a Muslim give even more as an act of voluntary alms-giving (sadaqah). 

· Sawm, or fasting during the month of Ramadan. Muslims must not eat or drink (among other things) from dawn to dusk during this month, and must be mindful of other sins. The fast is to encourage a feeling of nearness to God, and during it Muslims should express their gratitude for and dependence on him, atone for their past sins, and think of the needy. Sawm is not obligatory for several groups for whom it would constitute an undue burden. For others, flexibility is allowed depending on circumstances, but missed fasts usually must be made up quickly. Some Muslim groups do not fast during Ramadan, and instead have fasts different times of the year. 

· The Hajj, which is the pilgrimage during the Islamic month of Dhu al-Hijjah in the city of Mecca. Every able-bodied Muslim who can afford it must make the pilgrimage to Mecca at least once in his or her lifetime. When the pilgrim is about ten kilometers from Mecca, he must dress in Ihram clothing, which consists of two white seamless sheets. Rituals of the Hajj include walking seven times around the Kaaba, touching the Black Stone, running seven times between Mount Safa and Mount Marwah, and symbolically stoning the Devil in Mina. The pilgrim, or the hajji, is honored in his or her community, although Islamic teachers say that the Hajj should be an expression of devotion to God instead of a means to gain social standing. 

The LAW in ISLAM
The Law in Islam is fairly well laid out, and there are two aspects to these Laws:

Sharia and Fiqh
SHARI’A
The Sharia (literally: "the path leading to the watering place") is Islamic law formed by traditional Islamic scholarship, which most Muslim groups adhere to. In Islam, Sharia is the expression of the divine will, and "constitutes a system of duties that are incumbent upon a Muslim by virtue of his religious belief".

Islamic law covers all aspects of life, from matters of state, like governance and foreign relations, to issues of daily living. The Qur'an defines hudud as the punishments for five specific crimes: unlawful intercourse, false accusation of unlawful intercourse, consumption of alcohol, theft, and highway robbery. The Qur'an and Sunnah also contain laws of inheritance, marriage, and restitution for injuries and murder, as well as rules for fasting, charity, and prayer. However, these prescriptions and prohibitions may be broad, so their application in practice varies. Islamic scholars (known as ulema) have elaborated systems of law on the basis of these rules and their interpretations. 

FIQH
Fiqh, or "jurisprudence", is defined as the knowledge of the practical rules of the religion. The heart of faith for all Muslims is obedience to Allah's will. Thus:
· Allah is eternal, omniscient, and omnipotent... 

· Allah has always existed and will always exist. 

· Allah knows everything that can be known. 

· Allah can do anything that can be done. 

· Allah has no shape or form... 

· Allah can't be seen. 

· Allah can't be heard. 

· Allah is neither male nor female. 

· Allah is just... 

· Allah rewards and punishes fairly. 

· But Allah is also merciful. 

· A believer can approach Allah by praying, and by reciting the Qur'an. 

· Muslims worship only Allah... 

· because only Allah is worthy of worship. 

The one and only God

All Muslims believe that God is one alone
· God has no children, no parents, and no partners. 

· God was not created by a being. 

· There are no equal, superior, or lesser Gods. 
Muslims also have six other main beliefs.

· Belief in Allah as the one and only God 

· Belief in angels 

· Belief in the holy books 

· Belief in the Prophets... 

· e.g. Adam, Ibrahim (Abraham), Musa (Moses), Dawud (David), Isa (Jesus). 

· Muhammad (peace be upon him) is the final prophet. 

· Belief in the Day of Judgement... 

· The day when the life of every human being will be assessed to decide whether they go to heaven or hell. 

· Belief in Predestination... 

· That Allah has the knowledge of all that will happen. 

· Muslims believe that this doesn't stop human beings making free choices. 
The method Islamic jurists use to derive rulings is known as usul al-fiqh ("legal theory", or "principles of jurisprudence"). According to Islamic legal theory, law has four fundamental roots, which are given precedence in this order: the Qur'an, the Sunnah (actions and sayings of Muhammad), the consensus of the Muslim jurists (ijma), and analogical reasoning (qiyas). For early Islamic jurists, theory was less important than pragmatic application of the law. In the 9th century, the jurist ash-Shafi'i provided a theoretical basis for Islamic law by codifying the principles of jurisprudence (including the four fundamental roots) in his book ar-Risālah. 

RELIGION AND STATE
Political aspects of Islam, Islamic state, and Caliphate
Mainstream Islamic law does not distinguish between "matters of church" and "matters of state"; the ulema function as both jurists and theologians. In practice, Islamic rulers frequently bypassed the Sharia courts with a parallel system of so-called "Grievance courts" over which they had sole control. As the Muslim world came into contact with Western secular ideals, Muslim societies responded in different ways. Turkey has been governed as a secular state ever since the reforms of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. In contrast, the 1979 Iranian Revolution replaced a mostly secular regime with an Islamic republic led by the Ayatollah Khomeini. 

ETIQUETTE AND DIET: ADAB (BEHAVIOUR) AND ISLAMIC DIETARY LAWS
Many practices fall in the category of adab, or Islamic etiquette. This includes greeting others with "as-salamu `alaykum" ("peace be unto you"), saying bismillah ("in the name of God") before meals, and using only the right hand for eating and drinking. Islamic hygienic practices mainly fall into the category of personal cleanliness and health, such as the circumcision of male offspring. Islamic burial rituals include saying the Salat al-Janazah ("funeral prayer") over the bathed and enshrouded dead body, and burying it in a grave. Muslims are restricted in their diet. Prohibited foods include pork products, blood, carrion, and alcohol. All meat must come from a herbivorous animal slaughtered in the name of God by a Muslim, Jew, or Christian, with the exception of game that one has hunted or fished for oneself. Food permissible for Muslims is known as halal food. 

JIHAD
Jihad and Islamic military jurisprudence
Jihad means "to strive or struggle" (in the way of God) and is considered the "Sixth Pillar of Islam" by a minority of Sunni Muslim authorities. Jihad, in its broadest sense, is classically defined as "exerting one's utmost power, efforts, endeavors, or ability in contending with an object of disapprobation." Depending on the object being a visible enemy, the devil, and aspects of one's own self, different categories of Jihad are defined. Jihad, when used without any qualifier, is understood in its military aspect. Jihad also refers to one's striving to attain religious and moral perfection. Some Muslim authorities, especially among the Shi'a and Sufis (mystics), distinguish between the "greater jihad", which pertains to spiritual self-perfection, and the "lesser jihad", defined as warfare. 

Within Islamic jurisprudence, jihad is usually taken to mean military exertion against non-Muslim combatants in the defense or expansion of the Islamic state, the ultimate purpose of which is to universalize Islam. Jihad, the only form of warfare permissible in Islamic law, may be declared against apostates, rebels, highway robbers, violent groups, un-Islamic leaders or states which refuse to submit to the authority of Islam. Most Muslims today interpret Jihad as only a defensive form of warfare: the external Jihad includes a struggle to make the Islamic societies conform to the Islamic norms of justice. 

Under most circumstances and for most Muslims, jihad is a collective duty (fard kifaya): its performance by some individuals exempts the others. Only for those vested with authority, especially the sovereign (imam), does jihad become an individual duty. For the rest of the populace, this happens only in the case of a general mobilization. For most Shias, offensive jihad can only be declared by a divinely appointed leader of the Muslim community, and as such is suspended since Muhammad al-Mahdi's occultation in 868 AD.

THE INTERNAL JIHAD 
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 A girl studying the Qur'an 
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 Learning the Qur'an by heart is considered engaging in Greater Jihad
The phrase internal Jihad or greater Jihad refers to the efforts of a believer to live their Muslim faith as well as possible.

All religious people want to live their lives in the way that will please their God.

So Muslims make a great effort to live as Allah has instructed them; following the rules of the faith, being devoted to Allah, doing everything they can to help other people.

THE HIJAB (Veil)

What the Qur'an says about the veil and modesty



The Hijab in mannequin form

The Qur'an makes a few references to Muslim clothing, but prefers to point out more general principles of modest dress.

Say to the believing men that they should lower their gaze and guard their modesty: that will make for greater purity for them: And Allah is well acquainted with all that they do.

24:30
And say to the believing women that they should lower their gaze and guard their modesty; that they should not display their beauty and ornaments except what (must ordinarily) appear thereof; that they should draw their veils over their bosoms and not display their beauty except to their husbands, [a list of relatives], [household servants], or small children who have no sense of the shame of sex; and that they should not strike their feet in order to draw attention to their hidden ornaments. And O ye Believers! turn ye all together towards Allah, that ye may attain Bliss.

24:31
Both men and women are commanded to lower their gaze and "guard their modesty".

The most basic interpretation of "guard their modesty" is to cover refers to covering everything except the hands and face, as in the Hijab.
THE NIQAB
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A woman in niqab 
Niqab is different from hijab. Niqab is the term used to refer to the piece of cloth which covers the face and women who wear it usually cover their hands also. It is worn by many Muslim women across Saudi Arabia and the Indian subcontinent and is worn by many women in the West.

Historically, the veiling of the face was practised by many cultures before Islam and scholars say the adoption of its practice by Muslims was part of fitting into the society.

Although the majority of scholars agree that hijab is obligatory, only a minority of them say that the niqab is.

The scholars who do say it is obligatory are further divided by exactly what they believe needs to be covered. Some say that the eyes may be left unconcealed, while others say that everything must be concealed.

However, those scholars who rule that niqab is not an obligation do not necessarily oppose those who choose to wear it.

The most authentic ruling according to the majority of scholars is that it is not necessary and, unlike hijab, there is no sin if it is not worn. Some of these scholars state that wearing the niqab as an act of extra piety, provided they do not believe it is an obligation, will be rewarded.

THE CASE FOR NIQAB

Evidence for the obligation of niqab

There are only a few references to veiling in the hadith and most of these actually refer to the khimar, which is restricted linguistically to head covering. The covering of the face is only mentioned in three hadith and never by the command of the Prophet Muhammad. In fact, in one hadith, the companions of the Prophet Muhammad are even surprised at one woman's wearing of the niqab during her time of bereavement.

The main evidence from scholars who believe that niqab is obligatory comes from these verses of the Qur'an.

O Prophet! Tell thy wives and daughters, and the believing women, that they should cast their outer garments over their persons (when abroad): that is most convenient, that they should be known (as such) and not molested. And Allah is Oft- Forgiving, Most Merciful.

Qur'an 33:59
Scholars, such as Imam Abul A'la Mawdudi from the Indian subcontinent, suggest that these verses refer to covering the entire body, including the face and hands. The order 'cast their outer garments' in Arabic is similar to phrase 'draw together'. Scholars say that as a result of this verse, the women at the time of the Prophet drew together their garments over their entire body, including the face.

One hadith that is used as evidence for this is:

Narrated 'Aisha (wife of Prophet Muhammad): The Messenger of God, may the peace and blessings of God be upon him, used to offer the Fajr prayer and some believing women covered with their veiling sheets used to attend the Fajr prayer with him and then they would return to their homes unrecognized.

Bukhari
This hadith has been dated some time after verse 33:59 was revealed. Proponents of the niqab say that this hadith shows that the women during the time of the Prophet were not recognisable and hence they must have worn niqab.

However, other scholars have argued that their faces were unrecognisable because it was dark, not because they were covered up. It is interesting to note that Aisha says 'some' women, and not all. Furthermore she refers to the early-morning prayer and not to any other. It would certainly make it more difficult to see who individuals were if they were dressed in cloaks before sunrise.

In addition, they have argued that the order 'cast their outer garments over their persons' has been misunderstood. They say that the word 'face' has not been indicated in the Arabic, and it would therefore be wrong to extend the meaning.

Other proponents of the niqab use this Qur'anic verse for evidence for the niqab.

...And when ye ask (the Prophet's wives) for anything ye want, ask them from before a screen: that makes for greater purity for your hearts and for theirs.

Qur'an 33:53
The wives of the Prophet were indeed required to wear the niqab by this Qur'anic verse. This is because the special status they had meant they had to be kept clear from all gossip and slander. Scholars say that if the wives of the Prophet, as the best of feminine examples, were required to wear niqab, then the ruling falls on all women.

However, earlier on in the same chapter, the Qur'an also very clearly states that the Prophet's wives were not similar to other women.

O Wives of the Prophet! You are not like any of the other women.

33:32
Most scholars are in agreement that the verse about the screen, or concealing of the face, is only obligatory on the wives of the Prophet. They say the verses are a clear indication that the wives of the Prophet are much more restricted in their movement due to their political position, and that their code of conduct does not constitute a code of conduct for women in general.

THE CASE AGAINST NIQAB

Evidence against the obligation of niqab

Most scholars, including the four main schools of Islamic jurisprudence, hold the view that niqab is not an obligation. 

They cite a number of references for this opinion.

Say to the believing men that they should lower their gaze and guard their modesty: that will make for greater purity for them: And Allah is well acquainted with all that they do.

And say to the believing women that they should lower their gaze and guard their modesty; that they should not display their beauty and ornaments except what (must ordinarily) appear thereof...

24:30-31
According to the majority of contemporary scholars 'what is apparent of it' refers to the hands and face. 

Another scholar, Shaykh Kutty, a senior lecturer and an Islamic scholar at the Islamic Institute of Toronto, Ontario, Canada suggests that because God asks both men and women to lower their gaze, it suggests their faces are visible, otherwise there would be no sense in it.

Scholars holding this view also state that it is well accepted by all scholars that the Prophet categorically forbade people from covering their faces or hands during hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca. If it was necessary that the hands and face be covered at all times, he would not have stated its impermissibility during one of the most sacred points of a person's life.

It is also generally held by the majority of scholars, including those that believe niqab is obligatory, that covering the face during the five daily prayers is also prohibited.

Another strong indication that niqab is not an obligation is presented in this hadith.

Abdullah bin Abbas reports that the Prophet was riding a camel with Al-Fadhl, Abdullah's brother, behind him. A beautiful woman came to ask the Prophet about the Hajj of her father. Al Fadhl began to stare at her; her beauty impressed him a lot. The Prophet (peace be upon him) having noticed this while Al Fadhl was busy looking, put his hand behind and turned his face away from her hither and thither as she went along with them. Al Abbas said to the Prophet, "you are twisting the neck of your nephew!" The Prophet replied, "I noticed that both the boy and the girl were young; and I feared that Satan may intervene".

Tirmidhi and Bukhari
Scholars argue that the Prophet controlled the boy Al Fadhl's gaze, but didn't mention the fact that the woman was not covering her face. As a rule, anything that Prophet Muhammad stays silent about is tacit approval. This hadith would seem to indicate strongly that niqab is not obligatory.
The Chadour

This is the variety of the “niqab” i.e. covering up of all body except the eyes and maybe part of the face , is the type of cover seen in Afgan and Iranian women, and other societies nearby.
THE TWO MAIN SECTS IN ISLAM
The words Sunni and Shi'a appear regularly in stories about the Muslim world but few people know what they really mean. Religion permeates every aspect of life in Muslim countries and understanding Sunni and Shi'a beliefs is important in understanding the modern Muslim world.

Introduction

The division between Sunnis and Shi'as is the largest and oldest in the history of Islam.

They both agree on the fundamentals of Islam and share the same Holy Book (The Qur'an), but there are differences mostly derived from their different historical experiences, political and social developments, as well as ethnic composition.

These differences originate from the question of who would succeed the Prophet Muhammad as leader of the emerging Muslim community after his death. To understand them, we need to know a bit about the Prophet's life and political and spiritual legacy.

The Prophet Muhammad

When the Prophet died in the early 7th century he left not only the religion of Islam but also a community of about one hundred thousand Muslims organised as an Islamic state on the Arabian Peninsula. It was the question of who should succeed the Prophet and lead the fledgling Islamic state that created the divide.

The larger group of Muslims chose Abu Bakr, a close Companion of the Prophet, as the Caliph (politico-social leader) and he was accepted as such by much of the community which saw the succession in political and not spiritual terms. However another smaller group, which also included some of the senior Companions, believed that the Prophet's son-in-law and cousin, Ali, should be Caliph. They understood that the Prophet had appointed him as the sole interpreter of his legacy, in both political and spiritual terms. In the end Abu Bakr was appointed First Caliph.

Leadership claims

Both Shi'as and Sunnis have good evidence to support their understanding of the succession. Sunnis argue that the Prophet chose Abu Bakr to lead the congregational prayers as he lay on his deathbed, thus suggesting that the Prophet was naming Abu Bakr as the next leader. The Shi'as' evidence is that Muhammad stood up in front of his Companions on the way back from his last Hajj, and proclaimed Ali the spiritual guide and master of all believers. Shi'a reports say he took Ali's hand and said that anyone who followed Muhammad should follow Ali.

Muslims who believe that Abu Bakr should have been the Prophet's successor have come to be known as Sunni Muslims. Those who believe Ali should have been the Prophet's successor are now known as Shi'a Muslims. It was only later that these terms came into use. Sunni means 'one who follows the Sunnah' (what the Prophet said, did, agreed to or condemned). Shi'a is a contraction of the phrase 'Shiat Ali', meaning 'partisans of Ali'.

The use of the word "successor" should not be confused to mean that those leaders that came after the Prophet Muhammad were also prophets - both Shi'a and Sunni agree that Muhammad was the final prophet.

SEEDS OF DIVISION

Ali did not initially pledge allegiance to Abu Bakr. A few months later, and according to both Sunni and Shi'a belief, Ali changed his mind and accepted Abu Bakr, in order to safeguard the cohesion of the new Islamic State.

The Second Caliph, Umar ibn al-Khattab, was appointed by Abu Bakr on his death, followed by the third Caliph, Uthman ibn 'Affan, who was chosen from six candidates nominated by Umar.

Ali was eventually chosen as the fourth Caliph following the murder of Uthman. He moved the capital of the Islamic state from Medina to Kufa in Iraq. However, his Caliphate was opposed by Aisha, the favoured wife of the Prophet and daughter of Abu Bakr, who accused Ali of being lax in bringing Uthman's killers to justice. In 656 CE this dispute led to the Battle of the Camel in Basra in Southern Iraq, where Aisha was defeated. Aisha later apologised to Ali but the clash had already created a divide in the community.

Widening of the divide

Islam's dominion had already spread to Syria by the time of Ali's caliphate. The governor of Damascus, Mu'awiya, angry with Ali for not bringing the killers of his kinsman Uthman to justice, challenged Ali for the caliphate. The famous Battle of Siffin in 657 demonstrates the religious fervour of the time when Mu'awiya's soldiers flagged the ends of their spears with verses from the Qur'an.

Ali and his supporters felt morally unable to fight their Muslim brothers and the Battle of Siffin proved indecisive. Ali and Mu'awiya agreed to settle the dispute with outside arbitrators. However this solution of human arbitration was unacceptable to a group of Ali's followers who used the slogan "Rule belongs only to Allah", justified by the Qur'anic verse:

The decision is for Allah only. He telleth the truth and He is the Best of Deciders

Qur'an
This group, known as the Kharijites, formed their own sect that opposed all contenders for the caliphate. In 661 the Kharijites killed Ali while he was praying in the mosque of Kufa, Iraq. In the years that followed, the Kharijites were defeated in a series of uprisings. Around 500,000 descendents of the Kharijites survive to this day in North Africa, Oman and Zanzibar as a sub-sect of Islam known as the Ibadiyah.

Shortly after the death of Ali, Mu'awiya, assumed the Caliphate of the Islamic state, moving the capital from Kufa to Damascus. Unlike his predecessors who maintained a high level of egalitarianism in the Islamic state, Mu'awiya's Caliphate was monarchical. This set the tone for the fledgling Ummayad dynasty (c.670-750 CE) and in 680 on the death of Mu'awiya, the Caliphate succeeded to his son Yazid.
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Shi'a Muslims in London commemorate Ashura 
About the same time, Hussein, Ali's youngest son from his marriage to Fatima, the daughter of the Prophet Muhammad, and the third Shi'a Imam, was invited by the people of Kufa in Iraq to become their leader. Hussein set off for Kufa from his home in Medina with his followers and family, but was met by Yazid's forces in Karbala before reaching his destination.

Despite being hopelessly outnumbered, Hussein and his small number of companions refused to pay allegiance to Yazid and were killed in the ensuing battle. Hussein is said to have fought heroically and to have sacrificed his life for the survival of Shi'a Islam.

The Battle of Karbala is one of the most significant events in Shi'a history, from which Shi'a Islam draws its strong theme of martyrdom. It is central to Shi'a identity even today and is commemorated every year on the Day of Ashura. Millions of pilgrims visit the Imam Hussein mosque and shrine in Karbala and many Shi'a communities participate in symbolic acts of self- flagellation.

SUNNI AND SHI'A EXPANSION

As Islam expanded from the deserts of the Arabian Peninsula into the complex and urban societies of the once Roman and Persian empires, Muslims encountered new ethical dilemmas that demanded the authority of religious answers.

Sunni expansion and leadership

Sunni Islam responded with the emergence of four popular schools of thought on religious jurisprudence (fiqh). These were set down in the 7th and 8th centuries CE by the scholars of the Hanbali, Hanafi, Maliki and Shaafii schools. Their teachings were formulated to find Islamic solutions to all sorts of moral and religious questions in any society, regardless of time or place and are still used to this day.

The Ummayad dynasty was followed by the Abbasid dynasty (c. 758-1258 CE). In these times the Caliphs, in contrast to the first four, were temporal leaders only, deferring to religious scholars (or uleama) for religious issues.

Sunni Islam continued through the Umayyad and Abbasid dynasties to the powerful Mughal and Ottoman empires of the 15th to 20th centuries. It spread east through central Asia and the Indian sub-continent as far as the Indonesian archipelago, and west towards Africa and the periphery of Europe. The Sunnis emerged as the most populous group and today they make up around 85% of the one billion Muslims worldwide.

Shi'a expansion and leadership

Meanwhile, the leadership of the Shi'a community continued with 'Imams' believed to be divinely appointed from the Prophet's Family. Unlike the Sunni Caliphs, the Shi'a Imams generally lived in the shadow of the state and were independent of it. The largest sect of Shi'a Islam is known as The Twelvers, because of their belief that twelve divinely appointed Imams descended from the Prophet in the line of Ali and Hussein, led the community until the 9th century CE.

Muhammad al-Muntazar al-Mahdi was the Twelfth Imam. The Shi'a believe that as a young boy, he was hidden in a cave under his father's house in Samarra to avoid persecution. He disappeared from view, and according to Shi'a belief, has been hidden by God until he returns at the end of time. This is what Shi'as call the Major Occultation. The Shi'a believe this Twelfth Imam, or Mahdi or Messiah, is not dead and will return to revive the true message of Islam. His disappearance marked the end of the leadership of the direct descendants of the Prophet.

(Note: While the information provided is the position of the largest Shi'a subdivision, that of The Twelvers, other Shi'a groups, such as the Ismailis, hold differing views.)

In the absence of the Mahdi, the rightful successor to the Prophet, the Shi'a community was led, as it is today, by living scholars usually known by the honourable title Ayatollah, who act as the representatives of the Hidden Imam on earth. Shi'a Muslims have always maintained that the Prophet's family are the rightful leaders of the Islamic world.

There are significant differences between scholars of Shi'a Islam on the role and power of these representatives. A minority believe the role of the representative is absolute, generally known as Wilayat Faqih. The majority of Shi'a scholars, however, believe their power is relative and confined to religious and spiritual matters.

Although the Shi'a have never ruled the majority of Muslims, they have had their moments of glory. The 9th century Fatimid Ismaili dynasty in Egypt and North Africa, when Cairo's prestigious Al-Azhar University was founded and the 16th century CE Safavid Dynasty which engulfed the former Persian Empire and made Shi'a Islam the official religion.

Significant numbers of Shi'as are now found in many countries including Iraq, Pakistan, Albania and Yemen. They make up 90% of the population of Iran which is the political face of Shi'a Islam today.

HOW DO SUNNIS AND SHI'AS DIFFER THEOLOGICALLY?

Hadith and Sunnah

Initially the difference between Sunni and Shi'a was merely a question of who should lead the Muslim community. As time went on, however, the Shi'a began to show a preference for particular Hadith and Sunnah literature.

Interpretation of the Hadith and Sunnah is an Islamic academic science. The Shi'a gave preference to those credited to the Prophet's family and close associates. The Sunnis consider all Hadith and Sunnah narrated by any of twelve thousand companions to be equally valid. Shi'as recognise these as useful texts relating to Islamic jurisprudence, but subject them to close scrutiny. Ultimately this difference of emphasis led to different understandings of the laws and practices of Islam.

The Mahdi

The concept of the Mahdi is a central tenet of Shi'a theology, but many Sunni Muslims also believe in the coming of a Mahdi, or rightly guided one, at the end of time to spread justice and peace. He will also be called Muhammad and be a descendant of the Prophet in the line of his daughter Fatima (Ali's wife). The idea has been popular with grassroots Muslims due to the preaching of several Sufi or mystical trends in Islam.

Over the centuries a number of individuals have declared themselves the Mahdi come to regenerate the Muslim world, but none has been accepted by the majority of the Sunni community. However, some more Orthodox Sunni Muslims dispute the concept of the Mahdi because there is no mention of it in the Qur'an or Sunnah.

Shrines

The Wahabi movement within Sunni Islam views the Shi'a practice of visiting and venerating shrines to the Imams of the Prophet's Family and other saints and scholars as heretical. Most mainstream Sunni Muslims have no objections. Some Sufi movements, which often provide a bridge between Shi'a and Sunni theologies, help to unite Muslims of both traditions and encourage visiting and venerating these shrines.

Practical differences

Prayer

All Muslims are required to pray five times a day. However, Shi'a practice permits combining some prayers into three daily prayer times. A Shi'a at prayer can often be identified by a small tablet of clay from a holy place (often Karbala), on which they place their forehead whilst prostrating.

Leadership

Today there are significant differences in the structures and organisation of religious leadership in the Sunni and the Shi'a communities. There is a hierarchy to the Shi'a clergy and political and religious authority is vested in the most learned who emerge as spiritual leaders. These leaders are transnational and religious institutions are funded by religious taxes called Khums (20% of annual excess income) and Zakat (2.5%). Shi'a institutions abroad are also funded this way.

There is no such hierarchy of the clergy in Sunni Islam. Most religious and social institutions in Sunni Muslim states are funded by the state. Only Zakat is applicable. In the West most Sunni Muslim institutions are funded by charitable donations from the community at home and abroad.

How do Sunni and Shi'a view each other?

The persecution of the Prophet's family and the early Shi'as provide a paradigm of martyrdom which is repeated throughout Shi'a history. The relationship between Sunni and Shi'a Muslims through the ages has been shaped by the political landscape of that period.

As the Sunni Ottoman Empire expanded into the Balkans and central Asia and the Shi'a Safavid dynasty spread through the Persian Empire from the 16th century CE, tensions arose in Sunni-Shi'a relations.

The majority of Sunni and Shi'a Muslims do not allow their theological differences to divide them or cause hostility between them. For example, Shaikh Mahmood Shaltoot of the Al-Azhar University in Cairo, the oldest institution of Islamic learning in the world, considers Shi'a Islam to be of equal status to the four Sunni schools of jurisprudence.

However, current global political conditions mean there has been a degree of polarisation and hostility in many Muslim societies. The term Rafidi (meaning "Rejecter") has been applied by radical Sunnis to disparage Shi'as. In turn the Shi'as will often use the label Wahabi, which refers to a particular sectarian movement within Sunni Islam, as a term of abuse for all those who disagree with Shi'a beliefs and practices.
The Wahabi sect in Islam is a fairly recent offshoot of Sunni Islam and is the ideology of Islam that underpins the ruling family and overall ethos within the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. It is also called the “Salafi” Islam , meaning that it is an attempt to re-adopt the retro lifestyle of Islam of the early Apostolic and Caliphate era. It is, thus, ultra conservative and strict in both its theology and in its implementation of the Shari’a. It is expansionist, and tends to permeate Muslim communities who can see its adoption as a regaining of Islamic grandeur. 

The originator of this sect is the 18th Century Muslim theologian Mohammad ibn Abdel Wahab of the Najd region of the Arabian Peninsula. An early relationship was struck between ibn Abdel Wahab and the Saudi rulers of the area, by which the former will recognise the sovereignty of the latter while the Saudis will acknowledge the Wahabi as the sole theology accepted within Najd. Later when the Saudis conquered the rest of the Arabian Peninsula in the early twentieth century, the situation prevailed over the rest of the peninsula in what is now known as Saudi Arabia.

On the other extreme of Islam is the much more recent Ahmadiyya Sect, founded on 23rd March 1889 by Hadrat Mirza Ghulam Ahmad (1835-1908), of Qadian in India. The name “Ahmadiyya” is significant in that it refers to the second name by which the Prophet Mohammed is known, which is Ahmad.

The mainspring of the Ahmadiyya Islam is the belief that Mirza Ghulam taught that Mohammed is not the last of the prophets, and that the “seal of the Prophets” as revealed in the Qur’an refers to the Prophet being the prized ornament of all the Prophets (The two meanings are spelled exactly the same in Arabic, but by changing the sign on one letter, the meanings diverge). Mirza Ghulam therefore announced His status as the “Mahdi” or the return of the Messiah (or Messih). This puts their belief in direct conflict with the rest of the Muslims, who consider Ahmadiyya Islam as heretical, and a legitimate target for persecution. Recent massacres in Pakistan, Indonesia and other places are, sadly, an expression of this hate.

The Ahmadiyya believe in the need to regain the purity of Islam as a religion of peace and fellowship. Their motto is “Love for all, hatred for none”. They have a worldwide following of about 160 Million in 193 countries, and their current Head is the Vth. Khalifa (successor to Mirza Ghulam), His Holiness Mirza Masrour Ahmad. Their Mosque in Morden, South London, is reputed to be the largest Mosque in Western Europe. 

It is important to note that there are many more Islamic sects, but it is beyond the scope of this synopsis to present a more comprehensive description.
4. The Baha’i

Sources: Our insights into the Baha’i are based on:
1. A visit to the Baha’i Centre in London on 26th April, 2005.
2. A talk and discussion on ‘The Baha’i’ at the EMF Centre on 25th January 2011.

3. Publications made available to us by The Baha’i, from which parts of this compilation are directly quoted with permission.
THE BAHÁ’ĺ FAITH – A SUMMARY
The Bahá’í Faith heralded in 1844 by the Bab and subsequently  founded by Bahá’u’lláh, has its roots in Persia, now Iran. It is regarded by its followers as the most recent Divine Revelation, in line with similar missions revealed by Moses, Christ, Mohammed, and others.

The central message is the “unity of humankind” and the ”unity of God and His Messengers”. It calls for the abolishing of all forms of prejudice between people, whether due to ethnic, gender, social, educational, wealth or other reason. It thus calls for “Unity in Diversity”, equality between men & women in all rights and in obligations, the acceptance of both science and religion as the two essential wings for the progress of society. It acknowledges the continuum of “Divine Progressive Revelation” as a means of guidance to humankind throughout the ages, and in the future.

The Bahá’í Faith is the most widespread of religions, although numerically the following is only about 7 million in total. Followers do not need to express themselves in any particular form of dress or appearance. They abstain from alcohol and drugs, except when medically prescribed. Tobacco smoking is abhorred but not categorically prohibited. 

There is no clergy in the Bahá'í Religion, and no permanent religious leadership positions. All administrative bodies, called “Spiritual Assemblies” or the Universal House of Justice are elected from among all adult Bahá'ís, whether locally, nationally, or in the case of the Universal Body, worldwide. Election is based on the qualities of the individual, and the ability to serve, and there is no candidacy or any form of electioneering. Elections are all conducted by secret ballot. 

As in all Religions, the highest values and principles are enshrined in the Bahá'í  Teachings, and marriage is considered the cornerstone for society. Same sex intimate relationships or sexual relationships outside marriage are prohibited.

Bahá'u'lláh taught that there is one God whose successive revelations of His will to humanity have been the chief civilizing force in history. The agents of this process have been the Divine Messengers whom people have seen chiefly as the founders of separate religious systems but whose common purpose has been to bring the human race to spiritual and moral maturity. 

Humanity is now coming of age. It is this that makes possible the unification of the human family and the building of a peaceful, global society. Among the principles which the Bahá'í Faith promotes as vital to the achievement of this goal are 

· the abandonment of all forms of prejudice 

· assurance to women of full equality of opportunity with men 

· recognition of the unity and relativity of religious truth 

· the elimination of extremes of poverty and wealth 

· the realization of universal education 

· the responsibility of each person to independently search for truth 

· the establishment of a global commonwealth of nations 

· recognition that true religion is in harmony with reason and the pursuit of scientific knowledge 

HISTORY
 The history of the Bahá’í Faith has been heralded by the Báb, as will be detailed below, had its full Revelation established by Bahá'u'lláh, and was then guided by Bahá’u’lláh’s Son Abdu’l-Bahá, who was designated by Bahá’u’lláh as the perfect examplar and interpreter of His Message. The Guardianship of the Faith was bestowed upon Abdu’l-Bahá’s grandson, Shoghi Effendi in a hand-written Will & Testament. He became the Guardian of the Bahá’í Faith following Abdu’l-Bahá’s passing away in 1921.

The following is a brief summary of these figures:
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The Shrine of the Báb, Mount Carmel, Haifa, Israel. 


On May 23, 1844, in Shiraz, Persia, a young man known as the Báb announced the imminent appearance of the Messenger of God awaited by all the peoples of the world. The title Báb means "the Gate." Although Himself the bearer of an independent revelation from God, the Báb declared that His purpose was to prepare mankind for this advent. 

Swift and savage persecution at the hands of the dominant Muslim clergy followed this announcement. The Báb was arrested, beaten, imprisoned, and finally on July 9, 1850 was executed in the public square of the city of Tabriz. Some 20,000 of His followers perished in a series of massacres throughout Persia. Today, the majestic building with the golden dome, overlooking the Bay of Haifa, Israel, and set amidst beautiful gardens, is the Shrine where the Báb's earthly remains are entombed. 
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Room of the Báb's home in Shiraz, Iran, where He declared His mission, May 1844. 
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Bahá'u'lláh (1817-1892) -- Founder of the Bahá'í Faith
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A view of the Shrine of Bahá'u'lláh near Acre, Israel. 


Born in 1817, Bahá'u'lláh was a member of one of the great patrician families of Persia. The family could trace its lineage to the ruling dynasties of Persia's imperial past, and was endowed with wealth and vast estates. Turning His back on the position at court which these advantages offered Him, Bahá'u'lláh became known for His generosity and kindliness which made Him deeply loved among His countrymen. 

This privileged position did not long survive Bahá'u'lláh's announcement of support for the message of the Báb . Engulfed in the waves of violence unleashed upon the Bábis after the Báb's execution Bahá'u'lláh suffered not only the loss of all His worldly endowments but was subjected to imprisonment, torture, and a series of banishments. The first was to Baghdad where, in 1863, He announced Himself as the One promised by the Báb. From Baghdad, Bahá'u'lláh was sent to Constantinople, to Adrianople, and finally to Acre, in the Holy Land (Palestine as it was then called), where He arrived as a prisoner in 1868. 
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Bahá'u'lláh's prison cell, Acre, Israel. 


From Adrianople and later from Acre, Bahá'u'lláh addressed a series of letters to the rulers of His day that are among the most remarkable documents in religious history. They proclaimed the coming unification of humanity and the emergence of a world civilization.

The kings, emperors, and presidents of the nineteenth century were called upon to reconcile their differences, curtail their armaments, and devote their energies to the establishment of universal peace. 

Bahá'u'lláh passed away at Bahji, just north of Acre, and is buried there. His teachings had already begun to spread beyond the confines of the Middle East, and His Shrine is today the focal point of the world community which these teachings have brought into being.
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`Abdu'l-Bahá (1844-1921)
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Portrait of `Abdu'l-Bahá. 


From earliest childhood, `Abbas Effendi, the eldest son of Bahá'u'lláh , shared His father's sufferings and banishments. He took as His title `Abdu'l-Bahá, the "servant of Baha." Bahá'u'lláh appointed Him the one authorized interpreter of the Bahá'í teachings and as Head of the Faith after His own passing. In `Abdu'l-Bahá was seen a perfect example of the Bahá'í way of life. 

While `Abdu'l-Bahá was still a prisoner of the Ottomans the first Bahá'í pilgrims from the western world arrived in Acre in 1898. After His release in 1908, `Abdu'l-Bahá set out on a series of journeys which, in 1911-1913, took Him to Europe and America. There He proclaimed Bahá'u'lláh's message of unity and social justice to church congregations, peace societies, the members of trade unions, university faculties, journalists, government officials, and many public audiences. 

`Abdu'l-Bahá passed away in 1921, having consolidated the foundations of the Bahá'í Faith and greatly expanded its reach. The northern rooms of the Shrine of the Báb, where He is interred, are a place of pilgrimage for Bahá'ís visiting the World Centre of their Faith. 
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The Guardianship
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Monument over Shoghi Effendi's grave in London. 




'Abdu'l-Bahá in His Will and Testament appointed His grandson, Shoghi Effendi Rabbani, Guardian of the Bahá'í Faith and interpreter of its teachings. Shoghi Effendi served until his death in 1957. During these thirty-six years the Guardian translated many of the writings of Bahá'u'lláh and `Abdu'l-Bahá into English, expounded their meanings, encouraged the establishment of local and national Bahá'í institutions, and guided a series of plans aimed at diffusing Bahá'í ideals throughout the world. 

In the Holy Land, the Guardian's enduring memorial is the magnificent setting he created for the World Centre of the Bahá'í Faith. The completion of the Shrine of the Báb was his work as was the construction of the International Bahá'í Archives building. It was also Shoghi Effendi who designed and laid out the beautiful gardens at Bahji and on the slopes of Mount Carmel. 
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Archives building and gardens, Mount Carmel, Haifa, Israel. 




	THE UNIVERSAL HOUSE OF JUSTICE
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The Seat of the Universal House of Justice, Haifa, Israel. 




The Universal House of Justice, ordained by Bahá'u'lláh as the legislative authority in the Bahá'í Faith, came into existence in 1963. It is a nine-member body elected at five-year intervals by the entire membership of the national governing institutions of the Bahá'í world. 

The House of Justice directs the spiritual and administrative affairs of the Bahá'í International Community. It serves, as well, as custodian and trustee of the Bahá'í Holy Places and other properties in the Holy Land. Endowed by Bahá'u'lláh with the authority to legislate on all matters not specifically laid down in the Bahá'í scriptures, the House of Justice is the institution that keeps the Bahá'í community abreast of an ever-changing world. 
The Bahá'í Faith is the youngest of the world's independent religions. Its founder, Bahá'u'lláh (1817-1892), is regarded by Bahá'ís as the most recent in the line of Messengers of God that stretches back beyond recorded time and that includes Abraham, Moses, Buddha, Krishna, Zoroaster, Christ and Muhammad.

The central theme of Bahá'u'lláh's message is that humanity is one single race and that the day has come for its unification in one global society. God, Bahá'u'lláh said, has set in motion historical forces that are breaking down traditional barriers of race, class, creed, and nation and that will, in time, give birth to a universal civilization. The principal challenge facing the peoples of the earth is to accept the fact of their oneness and to assist the processes of unification.

One of the purposes of the Bahá'í Faith is to help make this possible. A worldwide community of some five million Bahá'ís, representative of most of the nations, races and cultures on earth, is working to give Bahá'u'lláh's teachings practical effect. Their experience will be a source of encouragement to all who share their vision of humanity as one global family and the earth as one homeland. 
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GOD, FAITH, AND IMMORTALITY
In the Bahá'í view, the purpose of this life on earth is for each individual to develop the spiritual and moral qualities that lie at the core of his or her nature. Bahá'u'lláh referred to the human being as a "mine rich in gems of inestimable value." These "gems" or qualities can be "mined" or developed only when a person turns to God. But while this awesome task must remain the responsibility of the individual, humanity has received continual guidance from a loving Creator on how to accomplish it. The Bahá'í conceptions of human nature and the soul, then, are essentially positive, as are Bahá'í views on the purpose of life and life after death. 

Bahá'ís believe that there is only one God, the Creator of the universe. Throughout history, God has revealed Himself to humanity through a series of divine Messengers, each of Whom has founded a great religion. The Messengers have included Abraham, Krishna, Zoroaster, Moses, Buddha, Jesus, and Muhammad. This succession of divine Teachers reflects a single historic "plan of God" for educating humanity about the Creator and for cultivating the spiritual, intellectual, and moral capacities of the race. The goal has been to develop the innate noble characteristics of every human being, and to prepare the way for an advancing global civilization. Knowledge of God's will for humanity in the modern age, Bahá'ís believe, was revealed just over one hundred years ago by Bahá'u'lláh, Who is the latest of these divine Messengers. 

Perspectives: Since its inception, the Bahá'í Faith has been intimately concerned with questions addressing the reconstruction and advancement of society. The teachings of Bahá'u'lláh are principally directed toward effecting a transformation in the spiritual and material conditions of humankind--a transformation that Bahá'u'lláh states "will ensure the freedom, well-being, tranquillity, exaltation and advancement of all men." 

With every passing decade concepts that were bewildering or unthinkable when Bahá'u'lláh first identified and elaborated them have increasingly been accepted by leaders of thought and public opinion. Bahá'ís are therefore confident that the vision of global peace and prosperity set forth in the Bahá'í teachings will eventually be embraced by humanity. 

Whether in areas of governance, community organization and identity, economic justice, social and economic development, the advancement of women, moral development, or human rights, the Bahá'í teachings offer unique perspectives on contemporary global trends and movements of social change. In this section, individual Bahá'í authors examine a variety of subjects of current interest. Also included are statements by various National Bahá'í institutions around the world. Essays by individual authors do not represent the official view of any Bahá'í institution. 
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