Western Religoins
Judaism

Judaism began about 4,000 years ago as the religion of a small Middle Eastern group of people called the Hebrews or Jews.  The Hebrews wandered the lands between two of the Middle East’s mighty civilizations – Mesopotamia, in the valley of the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, and Egypt in the valley of the Nile River.
Hebrews believed in the idea of monotheism, which is the idea that there is only one true god for all of humanity.  A group of ancient writings, called the Old Testament (of the Bible), tells how God made a special covenant, or agreement, with the Hebrews.  He said he would protect them and bring them into a land of their own – Canaan, which is located in what is present-day Israel and give them a nation of their own.  In return, Hebrews must obey his laws, especially the laws spelled out in special stone tablets that God gave to Moses.  These laws are called the Ten Commandments.  They also believe in the writings in the Torah and Talmud as sacred writings.  Hebrews also believe that their God is the creator of the entire universe.

Hebrews also believe that while God might show special favor toward them, all human beings were his children and that he cares about all of them.  For the followers of Judaism, history has a purpose.  God is leading humanity and his chosen people to a better future.  For the Hebrews, history, therefore is the story of God’s plan for humanity.

Today, followers of Judaism live all over the world, but most live in Israel, the U.S., and the former Soviet Union.  They worship in special buildings called synagogues.  Rabbis lead them in worship.  In Judaism, the Shabbat, or Sabbath, is a special day of rest and prayer.  This weekly holy day begins at sun-down on Friday and continues through all of Saturday.  

There are only about 17 million Jews in the world today, but from Judaism grew two other religions – Christianity and Islam.  Both of these religions have hundreds of millions of followers.

Christianity

Like Jews, Christians also believe in one God, in God’s lawfulness, and in his role in guiding human history.  Christians accept the version of history described in the Old Testament.  But for Christian, the most important events took place later in history – the birth , life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.
According to the writings of the New Testament, Jesus Christ was a Hebrew who was born in Jerusalem in the town of Bethlehem about 2,000 years ago, when the Middle East was part of the ancient Roman Empire.  Christians believe that Christ is God’s son, who was sent to Earth to teach people to love one another as God loves them.  Christ taught that both rich and poor, Jew and non-Jew, and all people are equally important in God’s eyes.

Some powerful leaders in the Middle East and the Roman Empire dislike and feared Christ’s teachings.  They executed him as a criminal.  They nailed him on a cross and left him to die.  Christian’s believe that Jesus did die, but rose from the dead three days later.

According to the New Testament of the Bible, after Christ’s death, he appeared to his followers – the 12 apostles.  He told them that those who had faith in him and followed God’s teachings would be forgiven their sins and have everlasting life.

Today, Christian religions take many different forms.  Catholics, Lutherans, Methodists, and Baptists are just a few religious denominations that follow a belief in Christ.  They worship in churches with joyous singing, with readings from the Bible, and with silent prayers.  Many Christians attend church services on Sunday, their day of rest.

From its beginning in the Middle East, Christianity has spread to all parts of the globe.  Today, more than a billion people belong to one of the many Christian churches.

Islam
Islam, the Muslim religion, is another religion with roots in the Middle East.  Islam began in the ancient city of Mecca, in the middle of the great desert that today makes up much of Saudi Arabia.  Around 610 A.D. , the prophet Muhammad began to describe messages he said the Angel Gabriel had given him from God.  In time, these messages and beliefs were written down in Islam’s holy book- the Koran.

The Koran teaches all Muslims how they are to worship.  And it sets down in detail all other important rules for daily living.  According to Islam, God, who they call Allah, demands strict obedience to all of his laws.

All Muslims must follow five main duties.  They must profess their belief in God and in Muhammad as God’s prophet.  They must pray five times each day, facing the direction of Mecca.  Muslims must give alms (money or offerings) to the poor.  They must fast during the special month of Ramadan.  And if possible, at least once in their lives, they must make a pilgrimage or Hajj to the Muslim holy city of Mecca.

Muslims from all over the world travel to Mecca.  For them, the pilgrimage is one of life’s most important events.  During their Hajj, they must follow many special ceremonies over the course of several days.  But before they enter the mosque in Mecca, they must wash and change into clean clothes.

One of the most important ceremonies involves walking or running around a shrine, called the Kaaba, seven times.  The Kaaba holds the sacred “Black Stone” in its walls.  Pilgrims kiss or salute the stone as they circle the Kaaba, saying “God is the greatest.”

Like Christians, Muslims believe in life after death.  They believe Allah will send the good to heaven, and the bad to hell.  Muslims have not set aside a weekly day of rest.  But on Fridays, all male Muslims must attend prayers at a mosque.

Islam began with one group of people in the Middle East, the Arab people.  Later, the religion spread far beyond the Arab world into Europe, Africa, and Asia.  Today, there are actually more non-Arab Muslims than Arabs – about 800 million believers in all.
