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Introduction

Over two-thirds of the world’s peoples profess
allegiance to a religion. This book is a snapshot of the
beliefs and practices of eleven religions, although we
recognize that for some adherents religion is a cultural
identity rather than a way of life. As there are too many
religions in the world to accommodate them all in a
small book, we have chosen those with wide historical
and religious significance, rather than using the
number of followers as our sole criteria for inclusion.

In order to give a glimpse of the breadth and
complexity of religions in a book of this length, we
have chosen to write about some in greater depth than
others. This decision does not reflect the impact or
importance of the religions that we have written about
more briefly.

Different religions have different ways of
calculating and dating the year of an event. The
designations Bc (“before Christ”) and ap (Anno
Domini, “in the year of the Lord”) reflect a Christian
perspective, and we have decided to continue with
these abbreviations, as they are widely used, rather
than using BcE (“Before the Common Era”) and ce
(“Common Era”).

The Baha’i Faith

Followers of the Baha’i Faith, known as Bahd’is, believe
that God has been revealed at different times through
different prophets. Each revelation was relevant to its
particular place and time. For this present age God
sent the prophet Mirza Husayn-‘Ali Nuri, born in 1817,
now known by his religious title of Baha’u’llah — “the
Glory of God”. As the world changes and progresses,
Bahd’is believe that all people should be united, not
divided by nation, race, and religion.

There are around 5 million Bahd’is in communities
spread throughout the world. They are governed
through local and national elected bodies called
Spiritual Assemblies. They also have a world-
governing council that is based at the Baha’i World
Centre in Haifa, Israel. This is called the Universal
House of Justice.

Beginnings

The Baha’i Faith began in the middle of the
nineteenth century in Iran (Persia) with the visionary
dreams and subsequent teachings of Siyyid ‘Ali-
Muhammad Shirazi. He was born in 1819 into a Shia
Muslim family.
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As a young man Siyyid ‘Ali-Muhammad felt that
the spirit of God had entered and inspired him and in
1844 announced that he was a “Bab” or “gate”. In Shia
tradition this is a way in which God communicates
with humanity. His teachings attracted a wide circle of
followers, but his religious claims also brought strong
opposition. He was executed by firing squad in 1850.
Before his death, he declared that a new prophet
would arise — Bahd’is believe that Baha’u’llah is this
new prophet.

Baha’'u’llah followed the teachings of the Bab, which
led to his imprisonment in 1852. He had a series of
mystical visions in prison that revealed his divine
mission. In 1863 Baha’u’llah finally declared to his
close followers that he was the promised one - the
new prophet. He was exiled to the city of Acre in
present-day Israel where he continued to write and
teach. Bahd’u’llah died in 1892 and appointed his son,
‘Abdu’l-Baha4, as his successor.

Scriptures

The writings of the Bab and Baha’u’llah are believed to
be divinely revealed. These form the scriptures along
with the writings and transcribed talks of ‘Abdu’l-
Bahda. Many Bah4d'is also read the scriptures of other
faiths for religious enlightenment, but they are not
binding on Bahd’i belief and practice.
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Unity of all people
“The earth is but one country and mankind its
citizens.”

Baha'u’llah

Because of their belief in the unity of all people,

Baha’is campaign to promote equality and
economic justice. They also work towards
providing equal access to education, regardless
of class and race. Baha’is are often involved in
grassroots initiatives in their home towns and
villages as this is an expression of faith in action.

Baha’i prayer and worship

Bahd’is meet informally at devotional meetings and
study circles. These are an opportunity to pray, share
spiritual experiences, and develop friendships in the
local community.

The Bah&’i community has also built seven Houses
of Worship, at least one on each continent. Although
they have distinctive designs, they also have the
unifying feature of nine sides and a central dome. The
newest House of Worship, completed in 1986 in New
Delhi, is the shape of a lotus flower. These places of
worship are open to people of all religions, and there
are no clergy or set rituals.



