
World Religions
Week 1: Introduction

Abrahamic Religions

Founder: 
Jews, Christians, and Muslims regard Abraham as a key figure or founding patriarch of their faiths.

Statistics: 
Approximately 32% of the world’s population is Christian (2.2 billion people), 23% (1.6 billion) is 
Muslim, and 0.2% (14 million) is Jewish. 

Beliefs and Practices: 
The teachings and practices of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam differ significantly and there are also 
important differences in belief to be found within each religion—for example, the Orthodox, 
Conservative, and Reformed branches of Judaism, the Sunni, Shiite, and Sufi divisions of Islam, and 
the many denominations within Christianity. However, the term “Abrahamic religions” emphasizes 
aspects of basic teachings thought to be held in common by the three faiths. The scriptures of each of 
the three religions designate Abraham as an important figure or founding patriarch. Judaism honors 
Abraham as the primary physical and spiritual ancestor of the Jewish people: “Now the LORD said to 
Abram, ‘Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show 
you. And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you 
will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you 
all the families of the earth shall be blessed’” (Genesis 12:1-3). In Christianity, Abraham is regarded as 
the patriarch of God’s covenant people, a spiritual ancestor of those who believe in the promised 
Messiah (both before and after Christ’s birth), and an example of faith: “That is why it depends on 
faith, in order that the promise may rest on grace and be guaranteed to all his offspring—not only to the
adherent of the law but also to the one who shares the faith of Abraham, who is the father of us all, as it
is written, ‘I have made you the father of many nations’” (Romans 4:16-17). In Islam, Abraham is a 
founding patriarch who serves as a model of submission to Allah and who, with Ishmael, set the 
foundation of the Kaaba (Islam’s holiest site). Abraham’s legacy is passed down, not through Isaac (as 
in Judaism and Christianity), but through Ishmael. Abraham and Ishmael pray: “Our Lord! make of us 
Muslims, bowing to Thy (Will), And of our progeny a people Muslim, bowing to Thy (Will)…” (Surah 
2:128). 

All three of the Abrahamic religions are monotheistic, that is, the believers in each faith worship one 
God, thought by some people to be the same God. Jews, Christians, and Muslims have all been called 
“People of the Book” because all hold certain texts to be sacred. All three religions honor figures such 
as Abraham, Jacob, and Moses. Each faith has a “communal ideal”—the covenant community of 
Judaism, the Church of Christian teaching, and the umma (community) in Muslim thought. Views and 
claims regarding Israel, or Palestine, and the city of Jerusalem in particular, are often sources of 
conflict (both theologically and politically) because these places are significant and sacred for all three 
religions. All three of the Abrahamic religions teach a moral code based on the love of God and 
kindness to one’s neighbor. Judaism teaches, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 
19:18). Christian teaching reaffirms and develops the Leviticus passage: “You shall love your neighbor 
as yourself” (Matthew 22:39; Galatians 5:14). Islam teaches, “And do good—To parents, kinsfolk, 
Orphans, those in need, Neighbours who are near, Neighbours who are strangers” (Surah 4:36). 



Judaism:

Founders: 
Instrumental in the formation of the major branches of Judaism are the following: 

• Orthodox Judaism – Moses Maimonides (1135-1204); 
• Reform – Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise (1819-1900); 
• Reconstructionist – Mordecai M. Kaplan (1881-1983); 
• Conservative – Solomon Schechter (1847-1915); 
• Humanistic – Sherwin T. Wine (1928-2007) 

Sacred Texts and Literature: 
• Orthodox Judaism: The Hebrew Bible; The Torah; Joseph Caro, Shulhan Arukh; Jewish Action 

[periodical]; Tradition [periodical] 
• Reform: Hebrew Bible; Journal of Reform Judaism (periodical); Reform Judaism [periodical] 
• Reconstructionist: Mordecai M. Kaplan, Judaism as a Civilization: Toward a Reconstruction of 

American-Jewish Life; Dynamic Judaism: Essential Writings of M.M. Kaplan; The 
Reconstructionist Magazine 

• Conservative: Hebrew Bible; Talmud; Responsa Literature; The Codes; Joseph Caro, Shulhan 
Arukh; United Synagogue Review [periodical]; Conservative Judaism [periodical] 

• Humanistic. Sherwin T. Wine, Judaism Beyond God: A Radical New Way to be Jewish; 
Humanistic Judaism (journal) 

Christianity:

Founders:
• Jesus of Nazareth, proclaimed son of God and Messiah, and his twelve Apostles.
• Apostolic Fathers: Clement of Rome, Polycarp, Ignatius, Barnabas, Papias, Justin Martyr, 

Irenaeus
• Greek and Latin Fathers: Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Athanasius, John 

Chrysostom, Augustine

Texts:
The Holy Bible – Consisting of two parts made up of 66 books:

• The Old Testament (Hebrew Bible, 39 books)
• The New Testament (Greek Bible, 27 books)

Islam:

Founder: 
Muhammad ibn (son of) Abd Allah. A Muslim would claim that Muhammad did not begin the religion 
but only transmitted its eternal message as it was revealed to him. 

Texts: 
• Qur’ān. The final recording of the revelations given to Muhammad by Gabriel and believed to 

be the eternal, infallible, and unalterable word of God which Allah first inscribed on a stone 
tablet in heaven before the creation of the world. Portions of the “recitations” of Muhammad’s 
preaching were recorded by his followers, and others were passed on orally. In the year 650 
A.D. under the direction of Caliph Uthman, the Qur’ān was collected into its final form. Said to
be written in perfect Arabic, it contains 114 sūrahs (chapters), generally arranged according to 
length from the longest to the shortest. 



• Hadīth. “A story or tradition; the sayings and doings of Muhammad that constitute a second 
source of faith in Islam; also the sayings and doings of the first companions of the Prophet.” 
Hadīth became the source of additional instruction for life in the ummah, the community of 
Islam. Where the Qur’ān does not speak or give directions for a specific life situation the Hadīth
is looked to for guidance. 

• Shar’īah. While not a text as such, the Shar’iah (the Law of Islam) combines the Qur’ān and the
Hadīth along with other accumulated laws and codes of ethics as the perfect revelation of God’s
will for humankind. In countries where Islam is the dominant religion, all of life is governed by 
this revelation of God’s will. The Shar’īah binds Muslims into the truly Islamic community, 
allowing no separation of the sacred from the secular. 

Eastern Religions

Hinduism:

Statistics: 
Approximately one billion people in the world follow Hinduism. The countries with largest Hindu 
populations are India, Nepal, Bangladesh, Indonesia, and Brazil. 

Founder(s): 
Hindus honor many spiritual teachers, but none are considered founders of the religion. 

Texts: 
Important Hindu texts include: 

• The Vedas, a collection of religious writings in four parts. 
• The Upanishads, later Vedic writings that present teachings most often associated with 

Hinduism, such as reincarnation and karma. 
• The Ramayana, an epic poem about the god Vishnu incarnated as Rama. 
• The Mahabharata, an epic poem presenting the struggle for a throne between two warring 

branches of one family. 
• The Bhagavad-Gita, a portion of the Mahabharata that presents spiritual teachings in a 

conversation between the warrior Arjuna, who must face his own kinsmen on the battlefield, 
and Krishna, an incarnation of the god Vishnu, who serves as Arjuna’s charioteer. 

Buddhism:

Statistics: 
As of 2010, there were about 500 million Buddhists in the world, about 7% of the world’s population. 
China, Thailand, Japan, and Myanmar have the largest Buddhist populations. About 3.9 million 
Buddhists live in North America.

Founder: 
Buddhism’s founder was the Indian prince Siddhartha Gautama (c. 560 B.C. - c.480 B. C.), later known
as the Buddha, which means “enlightened one” or “awakened one.” 

Texts: 
Important texts vary within the different branches of Buddhism, but include the Pali Canon, the 
Mahayana Sutras, the Chinese Buddhist canon, and the Tibetan Book of the Dead. Buddhist scriptures 
may include the words of Buddha or the teachings of his disciples. 



Asian Religions:

Ancestor Veneration: The belief that deceased family members become ghosts, spirits, or gods that 
remain as individual beings, but are connected to heaven and are believed to have the power to bless or 
curse the family. Originally started in mainland China, but quickly being adapted by Japan, Ancestor 
Veneration has become more a part of culture than simply a religion.

Taoism: The belief that all creatures need to live in balance with the universe (tao) because they will 
become a spiritual part of that universe when they die. Beginning in ancient China, the belief quickly 
spread to most Asian countries: Taiwan, Malaysia, Singapore, Vietnam, and other parts of southeast 
Asia.

Other Beliefs

African Religions:

African religions vary far and wide due to so many ethnic regions existing within the continent, but 
there are many overlaps between these regional beliefs, including:

• Animism: The belief that both animate and inanimate objects possess spiritual essence.
• Polytheism: There are many gods that fulfill specific roles, but at the same time…
• Pantheism: Reality and divinity are one in the same. People and “gods” are performing similar 

tasks and roles, just at different times and places.
• Divination: The art of using objects to communicate with spirits to get information or predict 

future events. Typically found wherever animism resides.
• Veneration of the dead: An act of respecting the deceased as to not anger their spirits and avoid 

misfortune.
• Magic: Unexplained or supernatural acts that happen by some spiritual force that can be 

wielded or convinced.

Agnosticism:

Agnosticism is a unique philosophy where there are no certainties. It is a liminal stage of thought where
someone doesn’t necessarily believe or disbelieve something.

Statistics: 
According to a 2014 Pew Research Center study, 4% of Americans call themselves agnostics. 

Founder:
Typically agnosticism is claimed during a time of transition. Because this transition can occur between 
any belief or disbelief, there isn’t any single person that would qualify as a founder.

Atheism:

Atheism is the belief that God or gods don’t exist. This doesn’t necessarily mean a disbelief in spiritual 
beings or the supernatural, just that there isn’t a divine being who has unmatched power and control.

Statistics: 
According to a 2014 Pew Research Center study, about 3.1% of Americans call themselves atheists. 
According to a 2015 survey by Gallup International, 11% of the people surveyed worldwide considered
themselves to be “convinced atheists”. 

Founder: 
There is no single founder for New Atheism. Popular New Atheist authors include Daniel Dennet 
(b.1942), Sam Harris (b.1967), Richard Dawkins (b.1941), and Christopher Hitchens (1949-2011). 


