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BASIC CONCEPT AND
DISTINCTIVE FEATURES

The “Eternal Religion”

The indigenous religion of India is known as

Brahmanism or Hinduism. The two terms are

often used synonymously although they have

different origins. “Brahmanism” is the name

the religion gives itself; the word is derived from

the Indian priest or Brahman caste (Sanskrit:

brahmana) and refers generally to those

Indians who recognise the Brahmans and their

teaching as their religion. The word “Hinduism”

was originally a foreign term coined by the

Muslims who were advancing into India.

Derived from the River Indus, it was used to

designate all Indians who were not Muslims.

The term “Brahmanism” has been in use since

around 1000 B.C. when the Brahman priest

caste first attained their prime status, while

Hinduism can be traced back further to the

ancient Indian autochthonous religion, which

was essentially nature worship, and was later

systematised and reformed by the Brahman

caste.

What is striking about Hinduism is the rich

diversity of both its religious practices and its

social life: it is extremely creative and adapt-

able. The bond holding it together is neither a

founder nor a sacred book, but the continuity 

of development from ancient times to the pre-

sent day. For this reason the Hindus them-

selves call their faith the “Eternal Religion” 

(sanatana dharma) and a central feature of it is

the fact that at different times wise men and

religious teachers appear and proclaim their

teachings in different forms.

Helmuth von Glasenapp talks of three distinc-

tive features of Hinduism. It is a religion that

has “developed” not one which has been foun-

ded, it has no fixed dogma, and it is a specifi-

cally Indian phenomenon. The Hindus believe

in the eternity of a world that is constantly

renewing itself; they therefore do not think of

the world as having an absolute beginning, nor

of there being a unique process in history for

salvation. There is no particular person as a

saviour at the centre of Hinduism, which is why

different systems of thoughts and different cults

have essentially equal rights and are considered

equally true. 

The believer can have a personal creator God

or can instead adhere to the idea of a non-per-

sonal law governing the world. The paths to

salvation are similarly many and varied. The

faith is nevertheless not completely arbitrary,

but revolves around a number of specific 

philosophies: the idea of the cosmos as an

ordered whole ruled by a universal law

(dharma), the earthly representation of this

order by a strictly hierarchical caste system and

its purity laws, the belief in cosmic periods and

world eras (calpas) with the world constantly

ending and beginning again, and the belief that

this natural world order also acts as a moral 

order.

6 HINDUISM OR BRAHMANISM

HINDUISM
OR 
BRAHMANISM
Hinduism is the most diverse of all the 
major religions and comprises almost all
religious forms of expression known to
humankind — from the worship of nature
gods, to polytheism, to a philosophically 
sophisticated monotheism and the belief 
in a universal law (dharma). It is closely
interconnected with the social order 
(caste system) and requires distinctive
ritual sacrifices. It does not prescribe any
universally binding metaphysical or 
religious views, but emphasizes the 
working of the universal law, which is 
also understood in a moral sense. The
theory of retribution inherent in the 
teaching on karma, with its cycle of 
re-births and world eras (yugas), is
characteristic of Hinduism.

The Wheel of Life
On the Black Pagoda in Konarak
The wheel is the central symbol in
Hinduism, and represents the course
of the cosmos with its cycles of birth
and death, coming into being,
maturing, decay, dissolution and re-
emergence that characterize all living
things. It is also a symbol for the
cycle of the four Hindu world eras
(yugas), which every world goes
through until it sinks into darkness
and comes into being again. The
turning of the wheel stands for the
continuity and unalterability of
cosmic events. Wisdom in Hinduism
means insight into this cyclical
change of the universe that never
ends and is thought of as a biological
event. The sun temple at Konarak
was in the shape of a sun chariot, a
form dating back to the worship of
the Vedic sun god Surya, who was
thought to be the driver of the sun
chariot and thus one of the architects
of the cosmic cycles.
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1000 A.D.): the samhitas (collections) con-

cerned with Vishnu, the agamas (traditions)

concerned with Shiva and above all the tantras

(literally: weaving), which are texts about the

regulations of religion, with a decidedly esoter-

ic character. However, the core message of

Hinduism is found in the middle part of the

Uphanishads, the Bhagavadgita and the

Bhagavata Purana.

THE TEACHING

The Cosmos as an Ordered Whole: the Caste

System as a Social Order

For Hinduism the cosmos is an ordered whole,

on both macro and micro levels. It is ruled by

the law of the world (dharma) which at the

same time acts as a natural and moral order.

The principle of this order is that all living 

things are strictly different from one another

from the moment of birth, and as a conse-

quence of this have different tasks, obligations,

rights and abilities. In human beings there are

different classes (castes) that are strictly sepa-

rated from one another. The dharma is the one,

eternal law of the world for all living things, but

it is expressed differently for the different castes

and stages of life (ashramas), which means that

special religious and ritual rules are needed for

the individual castes. The orthodox caste rules

affect all areas of daily life and are expressed in

commandments prescribing clear separation,

affecting, for example, meals and marriages.

The caste system is peculiar to Hinduism and

is very difficult for other religions and philoso-

phies to understand and accept.

At the top of the caste hierarchy is the priest-

hood, the caste of the Brahmans, who particu-

larly emphasise the purity law, concern

themselves almost exclusively with spiritual

things and, through performing rituals and sac-

rifices, are “closest” to the gods. The second

class is the warrior caste (kshatriya), who are

charged with protecting the social order. Rulers

and kings are normally from this class. As the

“military class,” they originally lived on the taxes

and levies they gathered from the lower cla-

sses. The third class is made up of farmers and

herdsmen, business people and traders (vais-

yas); they are the actual “nourishing class.”

These three top castes, formed after the Aryan

expansion, by virtue of belonging to the higher

castes, have experienced in a certain sense 

a social rebirth and are therefore called the

“twice-born.” For orthodox Hinduism these

upper castes are the only ones with the right to

study the sacred Vedas.

The lower castes are forever separate from

these higher castes. The fourth class, the

“sudras,” are workers and artisans of the “lower”

occupations whose duty is to serve the upper

classes. There are further strict gradations

according to purity. Thus, for example, weavers

and potters are higher than laundry people,

butchers, fishermen or leather tanners. The

lowest group, the fifth class, is known as “pan-

camas,” “parias” or “untouchables” (asprishyas).

In traditional Indian society they often live a mis-

erable existence and do “unclean” or “dishon-

est” work such as sweeping streets, cleaning

toilets or are members of the various begging

and thieving castes. The two lower classes were

created largely by the Aryans from the original

Indian population they overthrew.

Each of the five castes is broken down into

numerous internal sub-divisions, so that

HINDUISM OR BRAHMANISM  11

Temple of Minakshi in Madurai

India’s temples display very rich
ornamentation, particularly on their
facades and roofs. All available
surfaces are covered with relief work
depicting the gods and goddesses,
demons and heroes, animals, plants
and fantastic creatures. Each temple
constitutes its own cosmos of highly
turbulent, lively scenes, bursting with
activity. The two huge gate-towers
(gopuras) of the Temple of Minakshi
in Madurai are also covered with
thousands of stucco figures in
magnificent colours. The temple
complex in Madurai, with its
numerous halls and courtyards, was
completed in the 17th century. The
temple is one of Hinduism’s most
important centres of pilgrimage and
is visited by around 10,000 believers
each day. Tradition has it that Shiva
married Parvati here. The temple
complex, which are mainly covered,
extend over six hectares. The interiors
are full of festively decorated images
of gods and altars at which people
constantly pray and offer sacrifices.
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THE ORIGINAL TEACHINGS

Human Knowledge and Eternal Truth

The human being, the individual, is thought of

in Buddhism as a not-self (anatta), that is as

something without a soul and without essence.

The ego, therefore, is seen as a mere “accumu-

lation” of elements of existence (dharmas).

These dharmas determining the individual are

categorized into five groups or factors (khand-

has): a) body, senses, physical form (rupa); 

b) feeling (vedana); c) perceptions and ideas

(samjna); d) driving forces (sankhara); e) con-

sciousness (vijnana). These khandhas together

constitute individuality.

Buddhism seeks to eliminate the false belief in

individuality expressed typically in phrases

such as “I am,” “I have,” “mine” (possession) or

any talk of a “self.” Buddhist teaching therefore

breaks down the acts of perceiving or feeling,

which in common parlance are assumed to

have a soul or person as subject, into a series

of impersonal processes. For example, “I per-

ceive” would be replaced by: “a process of per-

ception in the five groups is taking place.”

Buddhism recognizes different ways and meth-

ods of de-individualisation, based ultimately on

the insight that life means suffering and is pain-

ful, since it is subject to illness, ageing and

death. Characteristics both of the individual

and of the world are impermanence, suffering

and non-selfhood. Neither humans, nor the

world as we experience it, is a coherent whole,

but are a combination of individual compo-

nents that are constantly coming together, dis-

solving and coming together again. The individ-

ual therefore does not possess an immortal

soul (self) that continues to exist unchanged

when the body decays.

The individual and his worlds are subject to a

constant process of becoming and dying. The

individual constituents of this process (dhar-

mas) are, however, subject to a strict set of

laws, since there is a moral law of the world

(also known as dharma) and all the individual

constituents are merely different forms of

expression of this one law of the world. That is

why the individual aggregates are also called

dharmas; there are many of these, and they are

thought of as forces, even though they have a

material nature. The process by which they

combine and co-operate gives an appearance

of coherence; for instance in humans the illu-

sion of a “self” is created. The constant flow of

these aggregates is not interrupted, even by

death. They endure beyond the death of the

specific “individual” and form new combina-

tions to create the basis for the existence of a

new “individual.” In Buddhism (more clearly

than in Hinduism) this process must be called

rebirth, rather than the migration of souls,

because Buddhism does not assume the exis-

tence of a soul in the classical sense.

Buddha explains this position in his teaching 

on “Dependent Origination” which, transposed

to Western thought, is also known as

“Conditioned Arising” or the “Formula of Causal

Connection.” In brief, it says that the aggregates

are mutually dependent on and determine one

another. The teaching names 12 links in the

chain of aggregates (dharmas), in which links 1

and 2 are the dharmas which, in a past form of

existence, constitute the prerequisite for a new

“individual” to come into being in the present

time (= past), links 3 to 10 explain the new

“individual’s” process of becoming (links 3 to 5)

and the forces that are created in him (links 6 

to 10 = present), while links 11 and 12 deter-

mine the aggregates of a future existence (=

future).

The idea of the 12 conditioning links may be

represented as follows:

Out of the precondition of ignorance (1) the

driving forces (2) arise, out of the driving forces

a consciousness (3) arises, out of conscious-

ness a spiritual and physical individuality (4)

arises, through this individuality the six senses

(5) come into being, through the senses touch

22 BUDDHISM

The term Buddhism comes from the
Sanskrit word “buddh” (to awaken) and
means the awakening out of the
darkness of ignorance into the light of the
teaching. Original Buddhism played 
down the figure of the Buddha Gautama,
who did not move into center-stage until
later, but emphasized instead the
importance of gaining knowledge by
virtue of one’s own strength, independent
of divine revelation. This came about
principally through meditation on the
“Four Noble Truths,” which bring about
inner serenity and extinguish belief in
one’s own individuality. Buddhism
dissolves all persistent substances into
non-fixed aggregates of existence and
thus stresses the impermanence of all
earthly things. Later teachings made great
compromises to popular faith and
magical healing practices, and in this way
a belief in gods, Buddhas and helpful
beings like Bodhisattvas, who help others
to attain salvation, gained great
significance.

BUDDHISM

Buddha with the Wheel of
Teaching
Relief, Black Pagoda, 936/941,
Fuzhou, China

The wheel is the symbol most
frequently used in Buddhist imagery
and iconography. It symbolizes the
never-ending cycle of the flow of
consciousness of each human being
through the six realms of existence
(rebirth, wheel of life) and the
teachings of the historical Buddha
Gautama. After Gautama, through
meditation, had recognized the
Eightfold Path that leads to
deliverance from the cycle of life
(Wheel of the Law) he set the “Wheel
of Teaching” in motion by passing 
on his message. Depictions of the
Buddha meditating in the lotus
position refer to the buddha power
nature, manifested in history in the
person of Gautama.
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GOD AND HIS PEOPLE: REVE-
LATION AND THE COVENANT

The Covenant Tradition

In Judaism, the creation of the world serves as

a prelude to the covenant God made with human-

kind, beginning with Abraham and the patriarchs.

God enters into a relationship with the people

he has created, as a personal partner in dialogue,

and announces his real presence (Yahveh: “I am

who I am”). The covenant is understood in very

pro-active terms in Judaism: people are not sim-

ply passive objects of divine grace or divine action,

but are called to responsibility and partnership,

having to work at their salvation by the way they

leads their lives. Creation thus seems to be de-

signed around the two poles of God and mankind.

This tradition of dialogue, on which the covenant

is based, leads to an awareness of repeated

encounters between God and man  through-

out history, requiring no intermediary figures to

act as special advocates before God (such as

Jesus in Christianity or Mohammed in Islam).

God made the covenant with Abraham as the

head of a family, (Genesis 17:1–8) and the

Jewish people see themselves as the descen-

dants of Abraham. God’s covenant with Moses

is more broadly defined, and includes the entire

people of Israel (Exodus 6:2-8). In so far as Noah,

as sole survivor of the flood, is the father of all

mankind, however, the covenant is ultimately

between God and all people, which means that

all who follow the law will find salvation.

The covenant is regarded as unbreakable, even

though man often enough fails to meet God’s

requirements. Since God in effect “gave some-

thing in advance” and led the people of Israel

out of slavery in Egypt to the Promised Land,

Jews believe that their faith will be judged

more severely and that they will be punished

more severely than other people for transgres-

sions. Thus, the covenant is both a reward for

the faith of their forefathers – particularly

Abraham and his descendants – and an

honor, but it is also a burden and an obligation.

The Chosen People

Since Biblical times, the reference to the

“chosen people” has been a mystery – particu-

larly for Jews themselves, because this state of

being chosen cannot be ascribed to any innate

merits of the people of Israel, but solely to the

unfathomable will of God. As with the tradition

of the covenant, being a chosen people has to

be seen in its two aspects: first, that God as

creator of all things is the creator and father of

all people; but, second, as the God of the

Hebrew Bible (or to Christians, the Old

Testament), is the God of one people, namely

Israel, whom he has freely chosen.

The state of being chosen is seen as being “in a

relationship of trust” with God, and does not

imply any kind of national superiority, but rather

Israel’s particular obligation to fulfil God’s com-

mandments. Thus the misfortunes that the

Jews suffered during the time of exile (from 70

A.D. onwards), and still suffer, is linked in Jewish

tradition to the idea of being chosen. The people

of Israel have not sinned any more than other

people, but are punished more severely for trans-

gressions. Unlike in Christianity, guilt is seen not

in terms of original sin but as a historical failure.

56 JUDAISM

JUDAISM
A fundamental part of Judaism, to which
people belong both by descent or by
choice, is the acknowledgement of the
covenant of the One God (Yahweh) with
humankind, whom he created and to
whom he gave his commandments. The
original covenant with Abraham and then
Noah was elaborated by Moses, to
whom God gave the essential teachings
of Judaism and the law in the form of the
Torah. For Jews, being the chosen
people implies a particular obligation to
follow God’s commandments. God has
repeatedly spoken to humankind through
the prophets. The connection in dialogue
between God and his people runs
through daily life, and is reflected in the
religious cycle of festivals in the Jewish
year. It has also provided comfort and
strength in the various experiences and
sufferings that Jews have had to endure
throughout the course of history. The
Jewish view of history is characterized by
a notable messianism, and by the divine
promise of the Holy Land.

The animals leave Noah’s Ark
Coloured copper engraving, 17th
century

The first book of the Bible tells the
story of the flood, which God sent
over the earth as a punishment for
people’s disobedience. God ordered
Noah to build an ark for himself and
his family and to take at least two of
all other creatures with him on his
journey. After the flood and the
salvation, a new covenant, signified
by the rainbow, was made between
God and humankind. This covenant
guarantees, through God’s pledge,
the continuation and order of creation.
Thus, humankind is in a sense given
the chance to make a new
beginning. This is not, however, 
a re-establishment of the state of
paradise, but a starting point for
history.
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THE CHRISTIAN CONCEPT OF
GOD

God the Father

In its concept of God, and particularly the idea 

of God the Father, Christianity has a great deal

in common with Judaism (and Islam), partly

due to the fact that the Hebrew Bible was incor-

porated into the canon of Christian scriptures as

the Old Testament (OT). God revealed Himself

and described himself (“I am who I am”). He is

the creator of all things, including humankind,

with whom he has made a covenant. He an-

nounced his commandments to humankind,

and is the Lord of history and of judgement.

However, where Christianity differs from

Judaism is that in the New Testament (NT) God

the Father repeatedly speaks of Jesus Christ as

his son (e.g. Matthew 3:17, Mark 1:11, Luke

3:22). Furthermore, when he is dying on the

cross, Jesus commits his spirit into the hands

of the Father, and with his resurrection proves

that the Father is the God of life. St John’s

Gospel and the apostle Paul, in particular, deal

with aspects of God’s revelation of himself, and

link God the Father with Christology.

Christian thinkers, particularly during the patri-

stic age and from the Middle Ages through

early modernity, have wrestled with many pro-

blematic issues: God the Father who was in the

beginning, the questions raised by the oneness

of God (monotheism despite Jesus Christ and

the Holy Spirit as further aspects of the divine),

God’s omniscience and whether he predeter-

mines all events (predestination), and God’s

omnipotence. Another debate is the paradox of

theodicy, that is, how and to what extent a

good and just and omnipotent God is respon-

sible for evil in the world.

Evil (personified) is depicted as having been

created by God – in the form of the fallen angel

Lucifer, who fell from grace as a result of his

own arrogance – but also as God’s “partner”

and opponent or rival in designing the order of

salvation. Satan takes advantage of human

freedom and tempt an individual to turn away

from God or do evil.

God the Son: Jesus Christ

Before looking at the historical Jesus, we must

first of all look at the divine functions of Christ.

Jesus Christ is the central leading figure and, as

is evident from the name, the “centre” of

Christianity. His manifestation is directly con-

nected with the salvation of creation and the

redemption of humankind. In his Sermon on the

Mount he gave his followers a new ethos, the

religion of love, which at one and the same time

fulfils and replaces the old (Jewish) religion.

For a long time the question of how to under-

stand the person of Jesus Christ caused diffi-

culties: as “begotten” of the Father from the

beginning, as the Word of God (logos) that was

always with God – as the prologue to John’s

Gospel puts it – or merely as an outstanding

person “adopted” by God. At any rate God

72 CHRISTIANITY

As the world religion with the greatest
number of adherents, Christianity, through
its extensive missionary work, has spread
across all continents. Its concept of God
is rooted in Judaism, but the centre of its
faith is Jesus Christ, Son of God and Son
of Man, and his unique act of salvation.
Christianity’s trinitarian concept of God
was, however, only formulated after long
debates. The Christian church was
formed after the Pentecost experience of
the apostles. During the Middle Ages, the
church attained an unprecedented
position of power – both spiritual and
secular – mainly through the institution of
the Roman papacy. The Reformation led
to an inner renewal of the religion, but
also to a schism within the Christian
church. Today the stronger self-
confidence of non-European Christianity
is beginning to have a more marked
influence.

CHRISTIANITY

Adoration of the Kings
Rogier van der Weyden, c. 1455 
Central panel of the altar of the three
kings, Munich, Alte Pinakothek, detail

In line with the early Christian
community’s conviction that Jesus
had a divine mission, even the oldest
of New Testament records re-
interprets the birth of the Saviour as
a supernatural mystical event (virgin
birth), and transform it into a miracle.
Central elements of the Christian
message were integrated into the
birth legend: Jesus’s turning to the
poor and disempowered
(circumstances of the birth, stable,
manger); annunciation and witness
of the community (annunciation to
the shepherds); the message’s claim
to universality (adoration of the
Magi); and persecution (infanticide in
Bethlehem).
With the rise of the cult of the Virgin
Mary in the late Middle Ages, the
“event at Bethlehem” became a
central motif in Christian art.
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Through Paul, and even more through the early

Church Fathers, the apologists (“Defenders”) of

young Christianity found a spiritual connection to

the Greek-Hellenistic world and its claim to univer-

sality, which seeped into Christianity. As described

in the prologue to John’s gospel, Christ was equa-

ted with the Greek logos, and interpreted as uni-

versal reason, and church teachers, particularly in

the East, developed Christianized neo-Platonic

philosophies. Generally speaking, it can be said

that Christianity adopted the education system of

antiquity and “Christianized” it.

The relationship to the Gentile Roman state

underwent a great transformation. Christianity

first came into contact with a state cult in Judea,

where the Christians were treated as a Jewish

sect by the Roman administration. The principal

offence for both the Christians and the Jews was

the Roman cult of the emperor which, after the

consolidation of the hereditary or adoptive

dynasties, had led to a god-like veneration of the

emperor. The Christians rejected this as a form

of idolatry, although Jesus’s words with regard

to secular authority are not entirely clear. Times

of suspicious tolerance alternated with grave

persecution of Christians, the harshest being

under Emperor Nero (54–68), Septimius

Severus (193–211), Maximinus Thrax (235–

238), Decius (249– 251) and Diocletian

(285–305). In these times the number of mar-

tyrs grew, their fearlessness strengthening the

faith and the profession of it. At the same time,

Roman thought had a great influence on

Christianity, which led to the faith becoming far

more legalistic. Many devotional and structural

features of the church today have pagan-

Roman origins.

Emperor Constantine (306–337, from 324

sole ruler) was the first emperor to recognize

the potential of Christianity to uphold state

power, and in 311 issued the Milan Edict of

Tolerance which guaranteed Christians the

freedom of religious practice and state recog-

nition. The victory of Constantine over his Co-

Emperor Maxentius at Milvius Bridge in 312,

allegedly fought under the sign of the cross,

was later elaborated into a Christian legend,

while the so-called “Donation of Constantine,”

on which the Pope later founded his claim to

the secular rule of central Italy (Church States),

subsequently turned out to be a forgery. In

392, under Emperor Theodosius (379–395),

Christianity became the state religion, and the

state prohibited all pagan cults. The subse-

quent Christian emperors of Western Rome

proved to be for the most part politically weak,

but intervened heavily in the affairs of the

young State Church.

The Orthodox Church and Byzantium

After the division of the Roman Empire in the

4th century and definitively after the fall of

Western Rome (476), the Eastern Roman

Empire of Byzantium gained increasing signifi-

cance and power. Byzantium (Constantinople)

flourished culturally as a “second Rome,” and

the Patriarch of Constantinople, who was

under the protection of the emperor as the

spiritual leader of the Greek Orthodox Church,

gained equal status with the Pope in Rome

around the year 500.

Rome and the Western Church also became

increasingly independent of Byzantium. With

the adoption of some of the Byzantine court rit-

uals into the Orthodox Church, the Eastern

Church became more closed towards Rome,

which was surrounded by Arian Germanic

peoples. The Orthodox Church spread through-

out the entire Slav region, as far as and includ-

ing Russia. Theologically, the main difference

between the Eastern Church and the Roman

Church is that the former places greater

emphasis on the supremacy of the 

person of God, and sees the Holy Spirit as 

proceeding only from the Father and not from

the Son as well (Filioque, meaning “and from

the Son”).

The Byzantine Empire was at the height of its

power under the Emperor Justinian (527–

565), but in the 7th century it began to lose its

82 CHRISTIANITY

Mass in St. Peter's Square in front
of the Church of St. Peter in Rome
(during the 2nd Vatican Council)

The general assemblies of the
Catholic Church, at which only
bishops are allowed to participate,
are called councils (Greek: "synod").
While all eight ecumenical councils
of the ancient church were
convened by the Roman emperors,
and primarily served to establish or
further develop doctrine, the councils
convened by the Curia during the
Middle Ages and in modern times
usually took place within the field of
tension between claims to
ecclesiastical and secular power.
They often served to combat any
attempts at reform, and to
consolidate traditional positions on
the law and faith. The culmination
was the First Vatican Council
(1869/70), which affirmed the
universal episcopate and papal
infallibility. The fundamental idea
underpinning the councils was the
conviction that the Holy Spirit would
also be at work in the assembly of
bishops.
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MOHAMMED AND THE 
PROPHETS

The Life and Significance of Mohammed

Mohammed (Arabic: Muhammad) is the found-

er of Islam, prophet (an-nabi) and messenger

sent by God (rasul allah). He did not, however,

see himself as the founder of a new religion,

but as someone who brought to completion

the only true monotheistic primal religion pro-

nounced since the beginning of time.

Mohammed was born in 570 in Mecca. His par-

ents died when he was young and he went to

live in the house of his uncle Abu Talib 

(the father of the 4th caliph Ali, the Prophet’s

cousin). As a young man he tended herds of

animals in the desert, and at the age of 25

became a caravan manager for the rich widow

Khadija, a woman considerably older than he

was, whom he later married. As a caravan

manager, he went on journeys to Syria, and it

was in this melting pot of cultures and religions

that he first came into closer contact with the

Jewish and Christian faiths and with the so-

called “hanifs,” the ancient Arab God-seekers

who wanted to overcome polytheism and who

taught the belief in one God.

Mohammed experienced his first calling when

he was about 40. Sura 96, the oldest Sura 

in the Koran, relates how the angel Gabriel

appeared to him in a dream, held out a book

and commanded him to read. Again and again

Mohammed resisted in his sleep although put

under strong pressure by the angel. However,

when he awoke “the scripture had been writ-

ten on his heart.” Gabriel announced to him

that he – Mohammed – was the prophet of

God. Mohammed’s reaction was despondency

and helplessness. In a deep depression he first

sought solitude, and even thought of suicide,

but after considerable soul-searching he even-

tually accepted his mission.

In about 610, Mohammed began to make his

first public appearances in Mecca, admonish-

ing the people and preaching against the de-

cline in morals, religious laxity and social

indifference. In the style of a social reformer, he

exhorted people to live according to God’s will,

and preached a decisive monotheism: God

(Allah) alone, he said, was the Lord of the

Ka’aba, the ancient Arab polytheistic shrine in

Mecca.

He became more and more uncompromising,

and Mohammed was seen by the rich citizens

of Mecca as a troublemaker and increasingly

felt to be a threat to their accustomed lifestyle.

He was the victim of numerous campaigns to

malign and ridicule him, led both by the Arabs

of Mecca and the Jews and Christians, until

finally he and his followers were banished from

Mecca. His conflict with the Meccans became

more and more acute, culminating in open

hostility, but at the same time he gained a

number of new followers.

In 622, Mohammed and his followers moved

to Medina (at the time the city was still called

Yathrib; only later did it become known as

Medina = the city of the prophet). This exodus

(hijra) marks the beginning of the Islamic calen-

dar. Mohammed was given a warm welcome

in Medina. He made skilful use of the rivalry

between Medina and the richer Mecca, gained

great status there, and several times was

appointed to mediate in disputes. He skilfully

smoothed out the tensions between his old fol-

lowers and the new believers from Medina,

and changed more and more from a radical

prophet to a careful and considered statesman.

In 623 Mohammed worked out the first com-

munity constitution for his followers and tried,

but failed, to gain the support of the Medina

Jews. In particular vis-a-vis the Jews, he formu-

lated the closeness yet separateness of Islam.

He emphasized the importance of Abraham

and his son Ishmael, and declared that the

Ka’aba in Mecca was a shrine built by

Abraham in honour of monotheism.

In the subsequent years, Mohammed concen-

trated very much on the imminent conflict 

with the people of Mecca. In 625 there was 
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The Archangel Gabriel brings the
message to Mohammed
Turkish miniature

Mohammed, a successful and well-
regarded caravan manager, was 40
when the angel Gabriel appeared to
him in a dream in a cave near 
Mecca. He gave Mohammed a
book, commanded him to read and
to proclaim God’s message.
Mohammed put up strong
resistance to this apparition, initially
thinking it was the work of the devil.
But when the vision came again he
accepted his calling to prophecy 
after long inner struggles and began
to make public appearances in his
home town of Mecca, preaching 
and admonishing the people. As a
result, the rich Meccans forced him
to emigrate to Medina (hijra).

The word Islam means “submission to
God.” In uncompromising monotheism,
the youngest of the world religions
emphasizes the uniqueness of Allah, and
the workings of God in the daily life of
humankind. For Muslims the Koran is the
eternal and direct revelation of God,
brought by the Archangel Gabriel to the
prophet Mohammed who epitomizes a
life lived according to God’s will. The “Five
Pillars of Islam” regulate the religious life
of the believers. In everyday life, Islam sets
particular store by its practically-oriented
legal system (shari’a) and makes a strong
link between its religious and social
components. Early on, the very
charismatic Shi’ites broke away from the
more legalistic Muslim majority (Sunnis).
Throughout the history of Islam, which
had its first cultural heyday in the Middle
Ages, runs the thread of a strong link
between religion and politics, and the
search for the right relationship between
these two elements also characterizes
modern conflicts in Islamic countries.
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to abandoning reason. For Islam, all prophets

announce what is ultimately one and the same

message. Abraham is regarded by believers as

the epitome of piety and obedience to God.

The Koran mentions him specially as “exam-

ple” and “friend of God” and he is seen as the

archetypal seeker of God (hanif). Moses is re-

ferred to in the Koran as the “Chosen One,” and

is particularly significant for Islam as the pro-

nouncer of the law, about which the Koran has

a good deal to say. The Koran regards Jesus

in many respects as directly prefiguring

Mohammed. It mentions the Virgin Mary as

being chosen by God to give birth to Jesus. The

statements about Mary in the Koran resemble

those in the Christian apocryphal scriptures in

many respects. Islam sees Jesus as an impor-

tant prophet who was ridiculed by the Jews (as

Mohammed was by his people), but it makes

no mention of his role as redeemer of man-

kind, and decisively disputes that he was the

Son of God. God is One (Allah), He has no son

and does not “associate” himself with any other

person. The Koran commentators believe, how-

ever, that Jesus will come again at the end of

time: he will come again as a perfected Muslim

and rule as the righteous king over a unified

world.

The Koran deals in great detail with

Mohammed’s call to prophecy, and defends

him against the criticism of his contemporary

opponents that he was either a liar or was pos-

sessed by demons. Mohammed knew that as

God’s Chosen One he would be guided by God

and that he should ask Allah to forgive people’s

weakness. The series of prophets ends with

Mohammed as the “Seal of the Prophets.” Islam

is thus the religious and temporal completion of

the religion that God intended from the begin-

ning. Mohammed is both an ordinary person

and a chosen prophet at one and the same time.

THE KORAN: ALLAH’S 
MESSAGE 

Structure and Significance of the Koran

For religious Muslims the Koran is the sacred

book, in which God’s direct revelation is written

down as it was announced to the people by

Mohammed. The Koran is for them the ulti-

mate reference for how to behave in the world,

a book of guidance, teaching and edification

for all believers.

The word Koran is spelt “Qur’an” in Arabic and

comes from “qara’a” = to read, read aloud. The

Koran is thus the book that is to be read or

recited. Appropriately, the first word of God’s

revelation to Mohammed, recorded in the

oldest Koranic Sura, Sura 96, is: “Recite!” (iqra!).

The Koran comprises 114 Suras (chapters) of

different lengths, each named after a character-

istic word in the text. They are not in chronolog-

ical order, and are a mixture from the different

periods of Mohammed’s pronouncements,

which occasionally leads to some rather contra-

dictory statements. However, the rule of thumb

96 ISLAM

The Holy Ka’aba in Mecca

The Ka’aba is the most important
shrine in the Islamic world. During
the time of pilgrimage every pilgrim
tries to say at least one of the
prescribed prayers here. Access for
non-Muslims is strictly forbidden. Its
name comes from its cubic shape.
During pilgrimages, the black silk
covering, richly decorated with
verses from the Koran and
embroidered in gold, is replaced by
white fabric. A door two metres
above the ground, reached by a
wooden ladder, leads into an empty
inner space lit by numerous gold 
and silver lamps, its walls decorated
with prolific inscriptions. There are
numerous legends about the origins
of the Ka’aba. For example, it is said
that the sacred black stone that is set
into one of the four corner pillars of
the room, was brought by the angel
Gabriel. Originally white, it has been
blackened by the sins of the pilgrims.
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HINDUISM

History
Aryans 7,9,17
Sikhs 8

Scriptures and traditions
Bhagavadgita 10
Brahmanas 9
Mahabharata 10,15
Puranas, the 18 10
Ramayana 8,10,17
tantras 10,15
Uphanishads 9,14,16,19,21
Vedas, the four holy

9,11,13,16,19,21
Atharva Veda 9,14
Rig Veda 9,12,14
Sama Veda 9,14
Yajur Veda 9,14

Teaching
Atman 10,16
bhakti 10,14,21
Brahma (the absolute) 10
Brahmins 6,7,11,14
concepts of God 12
eternal law (dharma) 9
eternal religion (sanatana dharma) 6
karma 6,10,12,19
purity 6,9,11,15
redemption 6,9,12,14,17,20
reincarnation 6,9,12,16
religious festivals 19
retribution 6,9,12
souls 19
transmigration of souls 20

Philosophy
darshanas 12

karmamimamsa 14
nyaya 13
samkhya (sankhya) 13
gunas 3,13
vaisheshika 13
vedanta 14
yoga 14

meditation 14,15
Shankara 14,15
tantrism 14

mandalas 15
yoga teachings 14

Gods
Agni 15,16,18
Brahma 20
Durga 17,19
Ganesha 15,18
Indra 18
Kali, Black 18
Krishna 10,17
Lakshmi 11,19
Mitra 7,16
Prithivi 15,18
Shaktis 15,18
Shiva 7,11

incarnations 18
Nataraja 18
Shivaites 7,9

Surya 6,17
Trimurti (triad) 15
Varuna 7,16
Vishnu 7,12

incarnations 10,16
Kalki 17,20
Vishnuites 13,21

Yama 18

Symbols
holy cows 18
lotus 12,17
phallus cult 7
phallus-stone (lingam) 7,15,17,19
swastika 7
wheel 6

World view
age of world 

calpas 6,20
yugas 6,16,20

caste system 6,9,11

end of the world 20
eternal laws (dharma) 6,11,14,20
eternal nature of processes 6,10,12
eternal world order (rita) 7,9
origin 20
original material 20

Modified Hinduism
Brahma-Samaj 21
integral yoga 21
Ramakrishna Mission 21

People
Gandhi, Mahatma 9,12
Ghose, Sri Auronbindo 21
Glasenapp, Helmut von 6
Nehru, Jawaharlal Pandit 9,12
Radhakrishnan, Sarvepalli 21
Ramakrishna 21
Ramohan Ray 21
Shankara 14,20
Vivekanada 21

BUDDHISM

Gautama Buddha
Buddha, death of 25,29

legends 23,28,35
jataka 34
Shakyamuni 24
wheel of the law 22,25

Philosophy and psychology
absolute 31
Bodhisattvas 22,25,27,32

Avalokiteshvara 27,30,32
Buddha Amitabha (Amida) 35,38
Buddha Maitreya 31,35,39
Buddha Vairocana 32,36
Buddha’s “bodies” 25,34
death 22
deliverance 23,30,39
dharma body (tathagata) 25,33,37
dharma (teaching) 26,28,30
elements of existence (dharmas)

22,24,30
enlightenment (bodhi) 26,36,38
karma (teaching) 23,28,33
khandhas 5,22,24,29,37
knowledge, attainment of 22
law of the world (dharma)

22,24,28,36,39
meditation 22,24,27,32,39
Nirvana 23,26,29
not-self (Anatta) 22,32
path, eightfold 22,24,26
reincarnation 22,28,34

cycles 23,30,34
relics, worship of 23,26,28,36
self 22,26,29,32,34,36
suffering 22,30
theory of “acquiring merit” 28,32,38
truths, four holy (noble) 22,26
world system 24

stages of life 6,24

Monastic Buddhism
lay people 26
peaceableness 27,29
poverty 27
refuge formulae 3,28
rules 5,28
Sangha (community of monks) 27

Hinayana Buddhism
Arhat 29,32
formless states, four (apramana)

29,32
Hinayana 26,31,33,39
jhanas 29
meditation 29,32
scriptures 29

Mahayana Buddhism
Bodhisattva ideal 31
emptiness 31,34,36,39
Mahasanghikas 27,31
Mahayana 26,30,36
prajnaparamita 31,34,38
suffering 31

Further developments
bhakti 33
Yogacarins 34,36

being oneself, 3 kinds 34
mind-only 34
storehouse-consciousness 34
trance state (samadhi) 34

Tantric Buddhism
jinas 5,37
Mi-tsung 35
“seed syllables” (bija) 36
shaktis 37
tantric exercises 36

magic formulae (mantra) 36
Tantrism, left-handed 35,37,39
Vajrayana 28,35

diamond nature 36

Buddhism outside India
Amidism 38
Ch’an Buddhism 38
Dalai Lama 37
Europe 39
Nichiren School 38
Nying-ma-pa 38
red sect 39
Shin sect 39
yellow sect 39
Zen Buddhism 38

People
Ashoka 26,28,31
Bodhidharma 38
Conze, Edward 23,30
Glasenapp, Helmut von 22
Nagarjuna 31
Padmasambhava 39
Sariputra 29
Tsongkhapa, Lobsang 37

RELIGIONS OF CHINA

Universality
cosmos 40

earth 40,42,46
heaven 40,46
mankind 40,42

elements, five 40,44
harmony, cosmic 40,46
t’ai-chi 40
tree of life (world axis) 40
wisdom 40,43,47
Yin and Yang 40

Highest principles
Shing Ti 40,46
Tao 40
T’ien 40,46

History
ancestor worship 42,44,46,47
cult of the state 41,47
cult of the dead 41,47
dragon symbol 42
emperor 

harvest prayers 46
sacrifice to heaven 42,47
son of heaven 41,46
traditional duties 40

popular religion 41
prediction 41,44
Temple to heaven 46

Taoism
church 44
ethics 44
hierarchy of gods 44
pantheon 45
scriptures 

Tao-te-Ching 43
true book of the primal source 44

Tao 40,43
T’ien-shi (heavenly master) 44
wisdom 44
wu-wei 40,44

Confucianism
ethics 46
ideal of moderation 46
jen (humanity) 42,47
rites 47
school 47
scriptures 46

books 5,46
commentary 46

social teachings 47

People
Confucius 40,46
Fu Hsi 41,46
King Wen 41
Lao-tzu 43
Lieh-tzu 44
Meng-tse 46

RELIGIONS OF JAPAN

Shinto
Amaterasu 48,51,53
axis of the world 49,51
celestial pillar 49,51
kami (deity) 49
myths 48
nature 49,53
primal deities (Izanagi and Izanami)

49,51
purity 49
Tenno (Emperor) 48,53

divine nature 49,53
priestly function 48,51

Cults and festivals
Agon 51
agriculture and magic 48
ancestor worship 48
competitive festival (kenka-matsuri)

51
dances (kagura) 49
dramas 51
enclosures (iwakura) 50
matsu (tree of life) 51
Matsuri 51,53
New Year rituals 48,51
predictions 51
sacred space 50
sanctuary (honden) 50
Shrine of Ise 48,51
shrines 50,52
tori-i 50

History
Daigen Sonshin cult 52 
original Shinto 51
Ryobu Shinto (Two-sided Shinto) 52
State Shinto 48,53
Yoshida Shinto 52

Forms of Shinto
Fukko Shinto (Academic Shinto) 53 
Jinja Shinto (Shrine Shinto) 53
Kokka Shinto (State Shinto) 53
Koshitsu Shinto (Imperial Shinto) 53
Kyoha Shinto (Sect Shinto) 54
Minkan Shinto (Popular Shinto) 53

Zen Buddhism
Amidism 54
Bushido 52,54
ceremonies 55
Kotodama (“word soul”) 55
Kwannon 54
monks 55
“new religions” 55
Nichiren school 55
pantheon 53
peace movement 48,55
satori (enlightenment) 55
Shingon 54

Buddha Vairocana 52
temple 54
Tendai 54

Lotus Sutra 54
zazen (meditation exercises) 55

People
Dengyo Daishi (Saisho) 54
Dogen 54
Eisai 54
Kitabatake Chikafusa 52
Kobo Daishi 54
Nagarjuna 54
Nichiren Shonin 55
Prince Shotoku 54
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JUDAISM

Covenant tradition
chosen people 56,70
commandments 56
covenant with Moses 56
dialogue 56
events at Sinai 58

Holy terms
God as judge 65
God the creator 56
idols 57
images, banning of 57
Jewish concepts of God 57
names for God 57
omnipotence 58
omniscience 58
oneness 57
revelation 56
Shema Yisrael 57
Yahveh 56,59,66,68

View of mankind
human freedom 58
man in God’s image 58
partnership with God 56,58
remorse (teshuvah) 58
sins 57
theological anthropology 58

Prophets
apocalyptic visions 59
promises 59
prophesies 59
prophets 59,67

The Tora
decalogue (Ten Commandments)

58,61,66
God as judge 65
Halakhah 62
holy scriptures 60
immutability of Tora 61
irreplaceable nature of Tora 60
laws as applied to everyday life 62
learning, religious duty of 61
paradise, expulsion from 57
Pentateuch 60
promised land 65,70
Rabbis 61
revelation of God’s word 58,60
ritual/ceremonial prescriptions 61
source texts 60
synagogues 62
Talmud 61,63,65
teaching, oral 60

traditional, rabbinic 59,68
Torah scrolls 61

Feasts and rites
Bar Mitzvah 62,66,70
Bat Mitzvah 62
Hallel Psalms 63
Hanukkah 63
Jewish house 64
Jewish year 56,63
Yom Kippur 63
kabbalah 65,69
laws, clothing 60,64

diet 60,64
mezuzah 64
mourning 62,64
New Year (Rosh Ha-Shanah) 63
Pesach (Passover) 63
Purim 63
sabbath 58,61,64
Shavuot (wine harvest) 63
Sukkot (Feast of the Tabernacles) 63
tefillin 62,64

Eschatology
Messiah Ben-David 66

Ben-Joseph 66
messianism, restorative 66

utopian 66
Prince of Peace, teachings on

coming of 66
redemption 56,65
Zionism 66

History
Antisemitism 67,69

Nazi 69
Auschwitz 69

Babylon 57,68,71
Bar Kochba revolt 69
concentration camp 69
diaspora 61,69,71
emancipation, political 71
exile (Galuth) 56,71
exodus from Egypt 60,64,67,71
Great Flood 56,67
Hasidism 70
Israel 68
Jerusalem 59,68,71
Jews in Eastern Europe 70
Judah 68
Maccabean revolt 68
Palestine 71
persecution 61,70
Sabbatianism 70
settlement movements 71
Shoah 71
Wannsee Conference 70
Yad Vashem 71
Zionism 68,71

People
Aaron 60
Abraham 56,59,66,70
Benjamin, Walter 66
Buber, Martin 58,60,66
Cohen, Hermann 58,66
David 58,67
Ezekiel 59
Ezra 68
Herzl, Theodor 68,71
Hess, Moses 66
Isaiah 57,59,71
Jacob 67
Jeremiah 59
Job 59
Maccabeus 68
Maimonides 58,60,69
Moses 56,60,63
Noah 56,67
Rosenzweig, Franz 58
Sabbatai Zwi 70
Schalom ben-Chorin 58,66
Scholem, Gershom 66
Solomon 59,68
Talmon, Schmarjahu 66

CHRISTIANITY

Holy terms
creator 72
God the Father 72
goodness 75
Holy Spirit 72,73,77

Pentecost 77
Kingdom of God 73,76
omnipotence 72
revelation 72,74
theodicy 72
Trinity 72

View of mankind
eternal life 75
free will 72,74
God’s grace 74
healing 72,75
loving one’s neighbor 75
man in God’s image 74
original sin 75,80
predestination/predetermination

72,74
redemption 72,75,80
resurrection 75
sins 73

Jesus Christ
ascension 73,79
crucifixion 73,77
God’s Word 72
Last Supper 73,77,79
redeemer 75
resurrection 72,77
Sermon on the Mount 72,77
Son of God 72
the historical Jesus 76
two natures, dogma of 74

Early Christianity
Apologists 82
Apostles 72,77,79
baptism 77,80
cross 73

expectation, apocalyptic 73
Jewish Christianity 77

Church
apocrypha 91
apostolicity 78
ascension 79
beliefs 77
Bible 85,91
celibacy 87
Christian ethics 72,76
Christmas 79
church fathers 74,77
councils 77,82
cult of the Virgin Mary 72,78,83
Easter 79
Eucharist 79
evangelists 82
Good Friday 79
holy orders 80,87
John the Evangelist 72,76
letters of the apostles 77
liturgy 79
martyrdom 78,81
mission 72,81,87
New Testament 72,77,81
Old Testament 72,77
papal infallibility 89,91
Paul’s letters 78
Pentecost (Whitsun) 79
Roman papacy 72,78,83
sacrament 73,80,84,87
transubstantiation 79,85
worship 73,79,85

History
Aggiornamento (Modernization) 91
Anti-Modernist Oath (1910) 90
Canossa, penance at 83
charismatics 73
Christianity in Europe 83
Cluny/Gorze reform movement

80,83
Confessing Church 90
Councils of 

Constance (1414-1417) 84
Constantinople (381) 74
Nicaea (325) 74

Crusades 83
“Doctrine of Two Swords” 83
ecumenical movement 91
feminist theology 91
Great Schism (1378-1415/17) 84
inquisition 81,87
Kulturkampf 90
lay investiture 83
Milan Edict of Tolerance (311) 82
monasticism 76,80,83
Orthodox Church 82
papacy 83
Patriarch of Constantinople 82
peace movement 90
persecution 82
Russian Orthodox Church 83,90
separation (since 1054) 83
state churches 89
Thomism 75
“Unam Sanctam” bull 84
Vatican Council II 91
Vatican Council I 82,91
World Council of Churches 91

Reformation
Anglicanism 86,93
Augsburg, Diet of 85
Calvinism 85,93
Catholic Church 75,77,87,89,91
Council of Trent 87
Counter-Reformation 81,87
Diet of Worms (1521) 85
double predestination 75
Edict of Nantes (1598) 86
freedom of conscience 84
Huguenots 86
Inquisition 87 
Lord’s Supper debate 85
Peace of Augsburg 85
persecution of heretics 87
Protestantism 75,77,84,89
reformers 84
Schmalkaldic War 85
selling of indulgences 85
St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre 86
Thirty Years’ War 85

Splinter churches and sects
Abyssinian State Church 91
Adventists 93
Aryans 74,83,91
Baptists 92,93
Bohemian-Moravian Brethren 92
Church of England 93
Congregationalists 93
Coptic Church 91
“Herrnhut Brethren” 92
Jacobites 91
Mennonites 87,92
Methodists 93
Monophysites 74,91
Mormons 93
Nestorians 91
New Apostolic Church 93
Old Catholics 92
Presbyterians 93
Puritans 93
Quakers 93
Raskolniki 92
Schwenkfeldians 93
Thomas Christians 92
United Eastern Churches 92

People
Aquinas, Thomas 75
Augustine 74
Bernard of Clairvaux 81
Boniface VIII 84
Boniface 83
Calvin, John 75,85
Dominic (Guzman) 81
Engels, Friedrich 89
Feuerbach, Ludwig 88
Francis of Assisi 81
Freud, Sigmund 89
Hus, Jan 84,92
Jacob 77
John the Baptist 73,76,80
Kierkegaard, Sören  89
King, Martin Luther 92
Knox, John 86
Loyola, Ignatius of 81,87
Luther, Martin 75,78,85
Marx, Karl 89
Müntzer, Thomas 73,86
Nestorius of Constantinople 91
Nietzsche, Friedrich 89
Paul 72,77,80
Peter 77,81,83
Pope Gregory 83
Savonarola, Girolamo 73,84
Schleiermacher, Friedrich 89
Schopenhauer, Arthur 88
Wiclif, John 84
Zwingli, Ulrich 79,85

ISLAM

Mohammed
Medina, exodus from (hijra) 94
Mohammed, calling 94,96

life 94
Seal of the Prophets 95

Koran
basmala 97
commentary 96
hadith 97
hijra 94,97
isnad 97
Mohammed’s revelations in the

Koran 94,104
prophecy 94
purity, ritual (tahara) 99
sunna 97
suras 97

Holy terms
afterlife 99
Ash’arites 98,102
creator 97
Day of Judgement 99
free will, human 98
God’s laws 99
Islamic law 101
Jabarites 98
Mu’tazilites 98
oneness of God (tawhid) 99
paradise 99
predestination 98
prohibition of images 111
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