Comparative religions
Reference:  paraphrased selection from 17 faiths compared to Biblical Christianity, Christianity, Cults & Religions, 1996 Rose Publishing.
Note:  It is not clear what specific affiliation Rose Publishing has, but it seems that "Biblical Christianity" would represent the more literalist Protestant denominations, and perhaps to a lesser extent Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy.
	Hinduism
	1800-1000BCE in India
	Vedas, Upanishads, Bhagavad-Gita and many others
	God is "Absolute" universal spirit; everyone is part of God (Brahman) like drops in the sea.
	Jesus was a teacher (guru) or an avatar (an incarnation of Vishnu); his death does not atone for sins.
	Not part of this belief.
	Release from the cycles of reincarnation; achieved through meditation; final salvation is union with Brahman.
	Reincarnation into a better status (good karma) if person has behaved well.
	Worship many gods and goddesses that are manifestations of Brahman.


	Buddhism
	525BCE by Siddhartha Gautama (Buddha) in India; offshoot of Hinduism.
	The Tripitaka (three baskets) with over 100 volumes.
	Mostly atheistic; Buddha is a universal enlightened consciousness or god.
	Not part of this belief, although generally viewed as an enlightened man.
	Not part of this belief.
	Goal of life is nirvana, to eliminate all desires/cravings and in this way escape suffering.
	People do not have a soul/spirit, but one's feelings can be reincarnated; no heaven or hell.
	Eightfold path... right knowledge, intentions, speech, conduct, livelihood, effort, mindfulness and meditation.


	Islam
	610CE by Muhammad (570-632) in Mecca and Medina.
	Koran in Arabic; Hadith (Muhammads's words and deeds); certain Biblical works accepted but considered corrupted.
	God (Allah) is one; revealed the Koran to Muhammad through Gabriel; God is a severe judge (sometimes merciful) and is not depicted as loving.
	Jesus is one of 124,000 prophets; born of a virgin but not Son of God; was sinless; ascended to heaven without dying (not crucified); a messiah and ayatollah (sign of God).
	See the angel Gabriel as the Holy Spirit.
	Humans basically good; balance between good and bad deeds determines eternal destiny in paradise or hell; God's mercy is arbitrary and uncertain.
	Resurrection of bodies; final reckoning; eternal hell for infidels, those who reject Islam.
	Five pillars... one God with Muhammad as prophet, pray 5 times daily, give money (alms), fast during month of Ramadan, pilgrimage to Mecca.


	Judaism
	ca. 2000BCE by Abraham in the middle east
	The Tanakh (Old Testament) and Torah (first 5 books of OT), Talmud (explanation of Tanakh), writings of sages.
	God is spirit; to Orthodox Jews, God is personal and compassionate; to other Jews, God is impersonal.
	Jesus seen as either an extremist false messiah or a good but martyred teacher.  Orthodox Jews await the Messiah.
	Another name for God's activity on Earth.
	Some Jews believe that prayer, repentance and obeying the Law are necessary for salvation.
	There will be a physical resurrection; obedient will live forever with God and unrighteous will suffer.
	Sabbath is Friday eve to Saturday eve; circumcision; many holy days; Jerusalem is holy city.


Notes on Animism, Hinduism and Buddhism

Cyclical, no purpose to history, like cycles of nature, therefore repetition (offerings, rituals) keep it all going.

1) Animism - Primitive religion is the beliefs and practices of people who lack writing and have a simple, material culture. It is the religion of man without divine guidance, trying to make his peace with the terrifying and mysterious powers of nature. Primitive peoples believe in a large number of gods, each reigning over a family, clan, village, or certain localities such as a river or a mountain. Most primitives do believe in one supreme, "high" God, who is the first source of all existence. But that God is usually considered too distant to be concerned with the affairs of men. Primitive men are thus left to deal with local gods who are generally lacking in mercy and love. Their ways are not always predictable, and primitive men are usually concerned either to appease their anger or to gain material favors from them. The gods are generally connected in some way with dead ancestors. That is, they relate to the tribe or clan and support the customs that have in the past kept the group functioning. Many primitives report that they follow customs and rituals without knowing why; tradition simply tells them that it has worked in the past. Often primitive religions teach that a messiah will some day come and bring in a reign of peace and prosperity for the tribe. Hopes for salvation generally relate to the group and to this world. There is little doctrine concerning the next life. A primitive man expects to merge with his ancestors in another world when he dies, but that other world is not vividly described, and it often is seen as just as full of trouble and confusion as this world. Temporary escapes into the realm of "sacred time" (or "dream time") are possible. Through reenactments of mythological events primitive men mystically participate in the actions of gods and ancestral heroes. In that way they inject a sense of meaning into a chaotic world. 
Survival of the group is of paramount importance. In many basic areas moral standards are much the same throughout the world. Lying, cheating, stealing, and murder are generally forbidden. But often those rules apply only within the group. Generally a sense of conscience is aroused only when some disaster occurs. If it is felt that an illness, for example, is the result of a wicked deed, then the person will repent to the god. Worship also has the purpose of binding members of the community together, of giving them a sense of common purpose. (When people from different tribes with different gods meet, they usually speak in terms of the "high" god.) Totemism, the use of certain animals, plants, and even human artifacts such as skulls to contact the spiritual realm, is common. Idolatry in a strict sense--believing that an image or animal actually is a god--is rare. Most often such worship is symbolic. Fasting, self-mortification, and drugs are used to attain states of trance. The purpose is sometimes to obtain communication from the world of spirits and at other times actually to participate in the life of the god, to "be" the god for a short period of time. Each group usually has at least one "holy man," who regularly makes journeys to the land of the gods and heroes for the good of the community. Power, rather than justice, love, or mercy, most often characterizes the object of worship. 


2) Hinduism – Mostly found in India, not really a missionary religion (seeking converts) until recently. Millions of gods including Shiva – the ideal of yoga meditation, representing both creative and destructive powers; Vishhnu, who incarnates himself many times through history in order to bring the message of salvation to man. Vishnu's incarnations (or avatars) include Rama, a benevolent king, and Krishna, an impetuous, violent, and erotic figure. Many lesser cults worship a complex variety of gods, all of whom are usually seen as manifestations of the one supreme being, Brahman. Brahman is seen by many Hindus as a personal, loving God who desires the salvation of all men. More usually, however, he is described as a supreme, impersonal being completely above all creation and uninvolved with life on earth. Hindus believe that the universe is not the creation of a personal God but is rather a sort of unconscious emanation from the divine but "pulsates," recurrently being destroyed and recreated over periods lasting about 4 billion years. The world is seen as a huge series of repeated cycles, each cycle being nearly a copy of the last. Man is compelled to play a part in this gigantic, illusory, and wearisome universe. Each human soul is also beginningless and has gone through a series of reincarnations. Hinduism "solves" the problem of the existence of suffering and evil in a fairly neat manner: all present suffering, it says, is exactly deserved, being the paying back of one's karma, the accumulation of deeds done in past lives - and all present evil will be exactly repaid in the form of suffering in future lives. As a result traditional Hinduism often has not paid much attention to relieving the suffering of people, although social reform movements have arisen in the last century. 
The final goal of salvation in Hinduism is escape from the endless round of birth, death, and rebirth. That can mean an eternal resting place for the individual personality in the arms of a loving, personal God, but it usually means the dissolving of all personality into the unimaginable abyss of Brahman. Most Hindus consider that they have many incarnations ahead of them before they can find final salvation. No matter what stage of life one is in, "renouncing the fruits of your labors" is the supreme law of morality. Hindus seek to remain conscious of the illusory nature of this world and so progressively deny themselves, at least in thought, all forms of material, emotional, and even spiritual rewards and property. Hindus have a magical and legalistic notion that one can acquire spiritual "points" through contact with all manner of holy objects and persons; that is by and large the Hindu notion of grace. At least among the uneducated an image of a family god is kept in the house, and villages generally have their local icon as well. Animals such as cows, monkeys, and snakes are revered. Certain rivers--the Ganges in particular--are thought holy, and bathing in them is thought to improve one's karma. Even among more intellectual Hindus certain portions of scriptures are memorized and chanted, sacred stories are acted out in plays and songs, and gods are prayed to in an ecstatic manner. Holy men are highly revered, and in serving them Hindus hope that some of their holiness will rub off and aid them to salvation. 


3) Buddhism - Buddhism arose out of atheistic strands of Hinduism current in India in the sixth century B.C. Gautama, called the Buddha ("Enlightened One"), is said to have discovered that both the life of luxury and the life of extreme asceticism were of no use in gaining spiritual freedom; thus he propounded the "Middle Way." His teaching, however, was to undergo many transformations. Buddhism became a great missionary religion and eventually all but died in its native India. The Mahayana school, which developed a huge number of semi-deities, is to be found in China, Korea, and Japan; the Therevada school, which is more austere, flourishes in Sri Lanka (Ceylon), Burma, and southeast Asia. Zen is basically a mixture of both. There is no absolute God in Buddhism, although many have interpreted Buddhism as a search for God. The Buddha did not deny the existence of God outright but said that the question of His existence "tends not to edification." That is, those seeking enlightenment need to concentrate on their own spiritual paths themselves rather than relying on an outside support. The Buddha did not claim divinity or even a divine source for his teachings. He saw himself as only an example to fellow monks and compared his teachings to a raft that should be left behind once the other side of the river has been reached. Many Buddhists believe the existence of suffering and evil in the world is evidence against belief in God. Although belief in an ultimate God is opposed by nearly all Buddhists, the Mahayana school developed notions of the Buddha as still existing for the sake of men and propounded the existence of many semi-divine beings, who came to be represented in art and have been revered in ways very similar to worship of Hindu gods. Both the beginning and the ultimate nature of the world are left unexplained by the Buddha - once again, those questions are not helpful to consider. As with Hinduism, Buddhism sees the cycle of reincarnation as shot through with pain, largely because life is characterized by impermanence. The Buddha added the notion that all creatures, including man, are fictions: there is really no "self". However this notion of no self is difficult, and much effort is spent trying to grasp it fully. 

Its doctrine is summed up in the Four Noble Truths: (1) life is basically suffering, or dissatisfaction; (2) the origin of that suffering lies in craving or grasping; (3) the cessation of suffering is possible through the cessation of craving; and (4) the way to cease craving and so attain escape from continual rebirth is by following Buddhist practice, known as the Noble Eightfold Path. Nirvana literally means "blowing out," as with the flame of a candle. That is, nothing can be said about it except that it is a transcendent, permanent state. Buddhist laity are urged to follow the Five Precepts, which prohibit killing (including animals), stealing, illicit sexual relations, wrong speech (including gossiping), and drugs or alcohol. In addition they are expected to support the community of monks. In most cases what looks like worship before a statue or image is really a sort of paying respects. The Buddha is revered as an example of a saintly life and as the one who brought the teachings of Buddhism; Buddhists are taught that they must themselves overcome the obstacle of ignorance.
Notes on the monotheistic religions of Islam, Judaism and Christianity


All rooted in the Bible but developed in different ways, although accepting some similar beliefs, stories or sacred writings; believe in one Supreme God who created the universe and mankind, and a divine plan leading to eternity in Heaven.

1) Islam - In the seventh century A.D. Muhammad - thought to be the last prophet in a line that includes Abraham, Moses, the biblical prophets, and Jesus--founded a strict, monotheistic religion in reaction to the polytheism and lawlessness of the existing Arab culture. The Koran, for the most part a series of short teachings, is intensely revered by Muslims as the final word of God, the culmination of what was only begun in the Bible. The word Islam refers to the peace that comes from surrender to God. Shi'ites believe that religious leaders should also be political rulers, whereas the majority of Muslims, the Sunnites, believe in a separation of the two realms. Sufis form the mystical branch of Islam, teaching an arduous path of self-denial culminating in union with God. Allah means "the God" – and any division of God is rejected, including the Christian doctrines of the Trinity and the divinity of Christ. Justice is Allah's most important feature for Muslims. Allah is also merciful and compassionate, but that mercy is shown mainly in his sending messengers who proclaim the truth of man's responsibility to live according to Allah's dictates. Muhammad did not produce miracles but simply proclaimed the message of Allah. Thus the presence of God in the world is seen not through supernatural signs but through the wonderful order of nature and the one great miracle, the Koran. Muslims generally do not expect miraculous deliverance from suffering in this life but believe that good deeds will be rewarded in the next life. The Koran rejects the notion of redemption; salvation depends on a man's actions and attitudes. Acts of worship in Islam are embodied in the "five pillars": A Muslim must (1) recite the basic creed, "There is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is His Prophet"; (2) recite prayers in praise of Allah five times daily while facing Mecca; (3) give money to the poor; (4) fast for one month a year; and (5) make a pilgrimage at least once during his lifetime to Mecca, the city where Allah revealed the Koran to Muhammad. Islam is not a religion, nor is it a cult. In its fullest form, it is a complete, total, 100% system of life. Islam has religious, legal, political, economic, social, and military components. Although there is much discussion at present as to whether Islam promotes violence or not, if we turn to the Koran as evidence of Islam’s teachings, it soon becomes clear that Allah commands his followers to deal harshly with all infidels (those who do not accept his teachings) to the point of death, and promises martyrdom to those followers who lose their own life while carrying out the will of Allah.

2) Judaism - Never great by world standards, the small nation of Israel was repeatedly defeated and finally dispersed throughout the world. But the Jews are unique in that they maintained their identity in the midst of a large number of diverse cultures. Thus, although a religion closely tied to one ethnic group, Judaism has had a profound effect on beliefs and practices throughout the West and the Near East. There is a bewildering variety of Jewish groups and nationalities, many of whom are strange to each other. One loose way of dividing modern Judaism is into four groups: Orthodox Jews maintain strict adherence to traditional customs; Reform or Liberal Jews attempt to apply broadly Judaic notions to contemporary culture in a humanistic manner; Conservative Jews try to forge a middle way between the previous two, hoping to maintain strong Jewish identity; and Hasidic Jews follow a mystical path, although many Hasids are little other than the right wing of Orthodoxy. Jews hold a large number of writings besides the Old Testament as authoritative. Torah ("to point the way, give direction"), often translated "law," refers in Judaism to a total pattern of behavior, applicable to all aspects of communal and individual life. It is to be found not only in the Old Testament Scriptures but also in a wide variety of oral traditions, rituals, ceremonies, stories, and commentaries on Scripture. Jews have often tried to develop rules of behavior to cover each situation encountered in their various cultures. Thus a gigantic literature covering codes of conduct has arisen. From time to time movements have emerged that have tried to cut through those rules and get back to the original meaning of torah, but legalism has been a perennial problem of Judaism. Ritual and ceremony are still important within Judaism. The purpose is to hallow all life, to share one's life with God. Jewish writings say, for instance, that to eat or drink without praying is like robbing God of His property. Thus Jews have a full calendar of daily, weekly, and yearly celebrations. A major part of such celebrations is the remembrance of sacred history. Stories, both biblical and non-biblical, relating God's deliverance of Israel are retold countless times. Jews still hope for the coming of the Messiah, who will hand out eternal judgment and reward to all. This hope is largely communal; the entire Jewish race and the whole of creation is in view more than individual men.  
