Major Religions in Europe

Judaism, Christianity, and Islam have become major world faiths. All three religions are examples of monotheism, or the belief in one supreme god. 

Judaism 


Judaism is the oldest of three world religions. It was first practiced by a small group of people in the Middle East called Israelites. The followers of Judaism today are known as Jews. We know about the early history of the Jewish people and their religion from their holy book – the Torah. The Jewish holy site is in Jerusalem. 



According to Jewish belief, the Jews are descended from Abraham, who first worshipped the one God, or Yahweh. Abraham was a herder who lived at least 3,700 years ago in what is now Iraq. The Torah states that God made an agreement with Abraham. If Abraham moved to the land of Canaan (Palestine), he would be blessed, and all nations would be blessed through him. Because of this covenant, Abraham’s Israelite descendants believed they were God’s “chosen people” and would remain so as long as they followed God’s laws. There are three groups – Orthodox (most traditional), conservative, and reform (least traditional). 
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Jews, followers of the Jewish religion, have had many hardships and disagreements throughout history. Regardless, the 15 million followers still have remained faithful to their religious heritage. Jews go to synagogues every Saturday to practice their faith. They also observe several important holy days. Every year during the festival of Passover, Jews retell the story of the exodus, or departure, of the Israelites from Egypt. Rosh Hashanah is New Year’s Day on the Jewish calendar and is marked by prayer and solemn thoughts. Yom Kipper is the holiest day in Judaism. Yom Kippur is observed by a 24-hour period of prayer and fasting.  


Christianity

Christianity originated in the Middle East among the Jews. Christianity spread to non-Jews and became one of the major influences in Western civilization. 


Centuries after the rise of Judaism, a Jew named Jesus began preaching in what today is Israel, the West Bank, and Jordan. Jesus taught that God loves all people, even those who have sinned. He told people that if they placed their trust in God, they would be forgiven. During Jesus’ lifetime, many Jews were opposed to the Romans who ruled their land. Some believed that God would send a messiah, or savior, to deliver them. In 30 A.D. Jesus and his disciples, or followers, went to Jerusalem to celebrate Passover, a Jewish holiday. Some Jews there greeted him as the messiah. This worried other Jews and Romans alike. Jesus was convicted of treason under Roman law and was crucified, or executed on a cross, outside Jerusalem. Soon after, the disciples proclaimed that Jesus had risen from the dead and had appeared to them. They began preaching that Jesus was the Son of God and that anyone who believed in him and lived by his teachings would know eternal life after death. From then on, the disciples called him Christ, and they were known as Christians. Stories about Jesus and early Christian writings – known as the New Testament – became part of the Bible. 
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Christianity today has more followers than any other religion (about 2.1 billion). Three major groups – Roman Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, and Protestants – make up the Christian religion today. Depending on the group, Christians may attend a church, cathedral, or chapel on Sundays. Christians mark important events in the life of Jesus. Christmas is the celebration of his birth. In the spring, Christians remember the last days of Jesus’ life on Earth. Good Friday is the day of Jesus’ crucifixion, and Easter is the day Christians believe that Jesus rose from the dead. 


Islam

Islam began in 600 A.D. in the Middle East. In the Arabic language, Islam means “surrender” to the will of God, or Allah. The followers of Islam are called Muslims. They believe that Muhammad is the last and greatest prophet of Islam – following Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. 


Islam branches into two groups – Sunnis and Shiites. Most of the world’s Muslims are Sunni. In the countries of Iran and Iraq, however most people are Shiites. Sunnis and Shiites differ on which leader should rule in the Islamic community. Muslims worship in a mosque on Fridays. 
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At the heart of Islam is the Quran, or the Muslim holy book. Muslims believe that the Quran is the direct word of Allah as given to Muhammad. The Quran presents the five pillars of faith, or the five obligations all Muslims must fulfill. The first duty is the confession, or statement of faith. Second, Muslims must pray five times each day, facing the holy city of Makkah. The third duty is to give charity to people in need or to institutions that are involved in education or social services. The fourth duty is to fast. This means not eating or drinking during the daylight hours of the holy month of Ramadan. This is the month, according to Muslim beliefs, in which God began to reveal the Quran to Muhammad. The last pillar of faith is pilgrimage. Once in each Muslim’s life, he or she must, if able, journey to Makkah and pray. This journey is called the hajj. The reward for fulfilling all these religious duties is paradise. 


Today, there are roughly 1.3 billion Muslims, and is the main religion of the Middle East, North Africa, and Asia. 
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1. Why is religion important? 

2. Based on the table, which of the religions is the oldest?
3. Fill in the blanks for each of the three religions. 

a. .   ___________________   are members of the  __________________   religion.
b. .   ___________________   are members of the  __________________   religion.
c. .   ___________________   are members of the  __________________   religion.
4. What type of text do Christians use? Jews? Muslims? 
5. How are Judaism, Christianity, and Islam alike?

6. How are Judaism, Christianity, and Islam different? 

7. Throughout history, conflict has risen due to religious differences. Explain why you think this is. 
8. Answer the third essential question on your E.Q. sheet. 
Three World Religions - 

	THREE RELIGIONS ORIGINATING IN THE 

__________________________
	 Judaism
	 Christianity
	Islam

	Founder
	Abraham/ Moses (about 2000 BC)
	Jesus Christ – Son of God(30 AD)
	Muhammad – Prophet of God (about 610 AD)

	Followers 
	Jews – About 15 million
	Christians – About 2.1 billion
	Muslims – About 1.3 billion

	Monotheistic or Polytheistic? 
	Monotheistic
	Monotheistic
	Monotheistic

	Holy text
	Torah 
	Bible
	Koran or Qur'an

	House of worship
	Synagogue or Temples
	Church, Chapel, or
Cathedral
	Mosque

	Holy sites
	Jerusalem
	Jerusalem
Bethlehem
Vatican City (Catholic)
	Jerusalem

Mecca

	Day of worship  
	Saturday
	Sunday
	Friday

	Holidays 
	Bar/Bat Mitzvah

Yom Kippur

Rosh Hashanah

Passover
	Christmas 

Easter
	Ramadan 

	Additional Facts
	· Belief is in the laws of one god and the words of his prophets.

· Three main types of Judaism are: Orthodox (most traditional), Conservative, and Reform (least traditional)

· Jews in Europe were nearly wiped out by Hitler in Nazi Germany 
	· Beliefs are based on the teachings of Jesus: love of God and neighbor, a regard for justice, a belief that Jesus is the Son of God

· Christianity is divided into three groups: Eastern Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Protestant
	· The five pillars of Islam (1) Pray five times a day facing Mecca, (2)Fast during the holy month of Ramadan, (3) Give charity to the poor, (4)Make the statement of faith, (5) Go on a pilgrimage to Mecca 

· It is the main religion of the Middle East, North Africa, and Asia


