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26 October 2022 Introduction – The four Bs 

A report I read last week noted that the number of people with a religious 
commitment is increasing worldwide. The decline of Christianity in 
Europe, the United States and Australia is more than balanced by the 
growth of Islam in the west, and Christianity in Africa. 

As our immigration levels rise again, we are more and more likely to meet 
someone who is committed to another religion – Islam, Buddhism, 
Hinduism, or Judaism.  We know that, as Christians, we have a duty to 
witness to our faith when we meet. So how do we start a conversation? 

To begin by saying  Are you saved?  or  Do you know Jesus? is not helpful.   
What is helpful is showing that you are interested in their beliefs, but 
believe you have something better to offer, a faith which can transform 
their lives. You will soon discover whether they practice their religion, or 
whether their allegiance is little more than nominal; and see the best way to 
talk to them about Jesus. 

I spent quite a few years studying and teaching comparative religion.  
Quite a few distinguished scholars have developed frameworks for 
comparing and contrasting religious beliefs and practices. I found these too 
complex and too academic, so I developed my own, simpler, framework.  

It was published in a Muslim theological magazine and quoted in a few 
academic papers, but never set the world of comparative religion studies on 
fire. Possibly it was not complex enough. 

As see it, all institutionalized belief systems involve what I call the Four Bs 
– believing, belonging, behaving and becoming. 

All religions have basic beliefs -- about divinity, about humanity, about the 
universe, about salvation or enlightenment, about good and evil.   When 
good is clearly superior to evil, why is there so much evil in the world? 

Hindus are likely to say that there are evil gods as well as good gods, and 
sometimes the evil gods are more powerful. 

Buddhists may say that evil often prevails over good because humans are 
constantly frustrated in their desires and this leads them to do bad things.  
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Muslims may say that evil originated at the beginning of time when Satan 
refused to bow down to Adam when Al’lah, God, ordered him to. 

Jews may say that evil is a result of disobedience to the will of God as 
expressed in the multiple laws God gave to Moses on Mt Sinai. 

I keep saying ‘may say’ because there is no one Hinduism, or one  
Buddhism, one Islam, or one Judaism, just as there is no one Christianity. 
Each religion involves a cluster of beliefs. That is another reason why it is 
better to engage people of other faiths with a question rather than a 
challenge. 

The followers of all religions form a community, or, better, a number of 
communities, usually based on a place of worship – church, temple, 
mosque or synagogue.  Each community will have leaders and rituals and 
procedures and sacred Scriptures. 

Now many believers believe without belonging, without becoming a 
member of any religious community.  And many people belong to a 
religious community without believing everything the religious leaders of 
that community teach. Perhaps without believing anything they teach – 
they may draw strength simply from belonging. 

Because there are so many variations of belief in each religious tradition, 
each tradition has many different communities.  In Christianity we call 
them ‘denominations’.   In Buddhism we might call them ‘traditions’  -- 
the three main traditions are Theravada, Mahayana and Vajrayana – or Sri 
Lankan Buddhism, Chinese Buddhism and Tibetan Buddhism,  but each of 
these traditions has many communities, with many different 
understandings of the teachings of the Buddha.  Even different Scriptures. 

The third B is Behaving – the teachings of many religions include 
teachings about good behaviour and bad behavior, including proper rituals.  

In Muslim shariah law, very action, perhaps every thought, is either   

wajib  obligatory,  

shajae, recommended,  

mubah, permitted,  
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muhbat, discouraged, or  

haram, forbidden 

Most strands of Buddhism ask their followers to follow the Eight-Fold 
Path to end their ignorance and their suffering. The Jewish Scriptures 
command their followers to obey not only the Ten Rules, the Ten 
Commandments, but also the 613 mitzvot scattered through the Old 
Testament – the 10 rules, plus 603 others. 

Christians are taught that two of these mitzvot sum up them all – love God 
completely, and love your neighbour as yourself.  But the two religions 
have different concepts of ‘Who is my neighbour?’   

Hindus are taught the five traditional yamas, or principles --  non-violence, 
non-falsehood, non-stealing), no sex outside marriage, and non-
possessiveness. 

It is in this third B that religions are most alike. All of them accept the 
basic principle of the Golden Rule in its positive or negative iteration –   I 
was present at Parliament House in Macquarie St in June 2013 when 
representatives of 11 religious groups presented an Australian Golden Rule 
poster to the Speaker-- launching the printing of the poster for distribution 
to schools and religious communities. 

The fourth B is becoming – Most religious traditions teach that believing 
religious truth, and belonging to a religious community, should not only 
modify your behaviour, for the better, of course, but should change your 
nature, so that you become a new and better person. 

We all know St Paul’s teaching that if anyone is in Christ, he is a new 
creature.  The transformation occurs in this life. Hindu scholars teach that 
your karma, your living, determines your samsara, the form of your 
continually reincarnated life.  

The Buddha also taught that the cycle of birth and death and rebirth is 
endless, and that rebirth may occur in a different form.  The transformation 
begins between each life. So if a man or woman fails to accept the Four 
Noble Truths and follow the Noble Eight-Fold Path their reincarnated form 
could be an animal or a ghost, or even a demi-god, rather than as a human. 
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Now this is not a lesson in comparative religion, that’s a huge topic, it is 
intended to start you thinking about our challenge to personal evangelism. 
If it starts you on a quest to learn more about other faiths, and sharpen your 
awareness about what teachings Christianity shares with other faiths, and 
where  the Christian story is distinct, well there is lots of material online, 
and a lot of books. 

As a starter, I would recommend an 11 minute video on Youtube, the Five 
Major World Religions, presented by the American Episcopal priest John 
Bellaimy. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m6dCxo7t_aE. It is a 
simple, yet deceptively comprehensive, summary of the beliefs of the five 
major world religions. 

 

2 November 2022 Believing 

In 1983, the Church of Scientology in Victoria refused to pay pay-roll tax 
to the Victorian government, claiming it was exempt, as a religious 
institution.  The Commissioner of Pay-roll Tax disagreed, so did a justice 
of the Victorian Supreme Court, on appeal; so did the Full Court, on a 
further appeal.  The High Court agreed to a final appeal because of the 
legal issues the case had raised. 

The five High Court justices were unanimous that the Church of 
Scientology was a religious institution, and so it was entitled to its 
exemption from payroll tax, and, by implication, from other taxes.  But 
they could not all agree on a definition of ‘religion’   But four of the five 
judges did agree that  (quote) 

  for the purposes of the law, the criteria of religion are twofold: 
first, belief in a supernatural Being, Thing or Principle; and second, the 
acceptance of canons of conduct in order to give effect to that belief 

So, in Australian law, religion involves at least two Bs – Believing and 
Behaving.  Religion does not mean believing just anything, and religion 
must shape our behaviour in some way. So faith is demonstrated by works. 

Almost by definition, a belief cannot be proved by the senses or by logical 
argument, it must be accepted by faith. The writer to the Hebrews put it 
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well:  faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things 
not seen 

Orthodox Christianity is defined in the Nicene Creed. But what are some 
of the key beliefs of the other four major religions? Firstly, about divinity – 
a  supernatural Being, Thing or Principle. 

Early Hinduism believed in many gods, many supernatural beings, up to 33 
million of them. But, over the centuries these many gods came to be seen 
as aspects of one supreme, formless god, who may become apparent in 
various forms, particularly in the trinity of Brahma; the creator, Vishnu, the 
sustainer and Shiva, the destroyer. 

The Jewish people  also originally believed there were many gods, each 
city, each people, had their own god, but the Jewish Scriptures, our Old 
Testament, shows the evolution of their understanding of God to their final 
position, Hear O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is one. But some 
passages express the older understanding of YHWH as king of kings, and 
lord of lords. 

Muslims emphatically believe that God is one; the Qur’an specifically 
rejects the Christian doctrine of the Trinity and threatens Divine 
punishment for anyone who accepts it --  Believe therefore in Allah and 
His apostles, and say not, Three.  Desist, it is better for you; Allah is only 
one God; far be It from His glory that He should have a son, whatever is in 
the heavens and whatever is in the earth is His, and Allah is sufficient for a 
Protector. [Q.. 4:171] 

Buddhists do not believe in any kind of deity although they say there are 
supernatural figures, qhostly figures, who can help or hinder people as they 
take the Noble Eight-Fold Path   towards enlightenment. 

Secondly, some key beliefs about humanity, again this is a superficial 
view, but enough to initiate a conversation about God which can provide 
an opportunity to speak about our faith. 

Hindus believe that humans are born for the sole purpose of worshipping 
God.  But they are born in ignorance, and are bound by the laws of nature, 
particularly the law of cause and effect. So sensible people will pray to 
God for guidance in dealing with the issues which come up in our life. 
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Muslims believe that humankind is created only to submit to God’s law; 
the word Islam means submission and one of the key verses in the Qur’an 
is known as the surah of submission: 

O you who believe! Obey God and obey the Messenger and those in 
authority among you. And if you differ among yourselves concerning any 
matter, refer it to God and the Messenger, if you believe in God and 
the Last Day ( Q.4.59)  So believers will strive to carry out the 
commandments in the Qur’an, and the ahadith, the traditions, to the letter, 
regardless of the consequences. 

Jews also believe they are bound by the commandments in the Scriptures 
because these are expressions of the will of God. When Jewish boys and 
girls are about 13, they are said to become a bar mitzvar or bat mitzvah and 
can be held responsible for their own actions. The word mitzvah has 
multiple meanings – including "law," "commandment," "duty," and 
"merit".  These terms are synonymous. 

In Buddhism, humans can call on the gods to help them in their quest for 
enlightenment. These gods are distributed among 27 heavens, and because 
they live within samsara, the world of continual rebirth, because they have 
no permanent abode or permanent existence, they may be hard to find 
when called upon. 

So Buddhist prayer is not communication with God, but simply telling 
Buddha what our wishes are. I taught at the Buddhist temple at Berkeley, 
near Wollongong, for several years and was startled by long lines of nuns 
chanting traditional prayers like 

O Buddha, May all be free from sorrow and the causes of sorrow; 
May all never be separated from the sacred happiness which is 
sorrowless; And may all live in equanimity, without too much 
attachment and too much aversion, And live believing in the 
equality of all that lives.  

Sometimes Christian prayer is like this –expressing our wishes without any 
expectation that anything will happen as a result. 
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Jews, Christians and Muslims all believe that the universe was created by a 
single, uncreated God. But there are differences in their understanding of 
the purpose of God’s creation. Just as Jewish understandings of God 
developed over the centuries, so did their cosmology -- The universe of the 
ancient Israelites was made up of a flat disc-shaped earth floating on 
water, heaven above, underworld below. The underworld, sheol, was 
morally neutral. But, around the 3rd  BC, most  Jewish communities 
adopted the Greek idea that sheol was a place of punishment for misdeeds 
and the righteous would enjoy an afterlife in heaven, the realm where 
YHWH lives. 

Islam teaches that the cosmos is a universe in submission to God. So it can 
be an inspiration to believers as they, too, seek to submit to God’s will. In 
the golden age of Islamic science, between the 7th C and the 15th C this 
belief led to intense study of cosmology in Baghdad and other centres of 
Islamic scholarship. 

The Qur’an also  declares that All praise belongs to God, Lord of the 
Worlds.(plural), so Islamic scholars teach that this world is not the only 
world Al’lah created, and look for evidence of the other worlds, other 
galaxies, other life. 

Traditional Hindu cosmology says that the gods came into being after the 
universe was created, and nobody knows when and how it first came into 
being.  It is more concerned with its composition – stating that all matter, 
not just humanity, exhibits three inert gunas ,(qualities or tendencies): 

              sattva (goodness) 

              rajas (passion)  and               

              tamas (darkness) 

There is much more in the beliefs of other religions. Hopefully, I’ve given 
you a few things to meditate upon, and perhaps look for more information 
about.  I believe that the more we know about other religions, the more we 
are driven to learn more about our own faith, and to commit ourselves 
more completely  to God as we understand Him. 
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9 November 2022 – Belonging  

The second of the Four Bs, as I see them, the second essential of being 
religious, is belonging, belonging to a group of fellow-believers.  That is 
the teaching of all the great religions.  You can be spiritual by yourself, but 
not religious. 

Now, as I said two weeks ago, many people have some religious beliefs, 
without becoming a member of any religious community.  And many 
people belong to a religious community without believing everything the 
religious leaders of that community teach. Perhaps without believing 
anything they teach – they may draw strength simply from belonging.  

Most traditions agree that you cannot be truly religious by yourself – you 
cannot be a complete Christian, or Jew, or Muslim, or Hindu or Buddhist 
or Jain or Zoroastrian or whatever, without sharing in the life of a religious 
community, taking part in its rituals and practices, and learning more about 
its teachings.  

Religious communities have structure, they have leaders, paid or unpaid, 
their members contribute to a common fund, they have buildings and 
rituals for worship, they have special holy days, and they have ways of 
preserving the faith of their founder or  their tradition.  They may also have 
inner communities, who separate themselves from the wider community 
and the world and devote themselves to prayer. 

Buddhism began as a monastic religion and monks and nuns are still seen 
as the purest of all Buddhists; they are the sangha:  they live together in 
monasteries of various orders, each with its own rules and rituals. Some 
Buddhist Scriptures teach that the Buddha began every one of his sermons 
with “O ye begging monks”.   

Buddhist monks and nuns do not have businesses or farms, they are 
entirely  dependent on the gifts of  the wider community. 

To become a Buddhist, a person needs to recite, in  the presence of other 
Buddhists, the ‘three refuges – I take refuge in the Buddha, I take refuge in 
the dharma, that is the teaching, and I  take refuge in the sangha, the 
community. All three are important. 
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Becoming or Muslim, or acknowledging your Muslim faith, also requires a 
public profession of faith, simply "There is no God but God and 
Muhammad is the Messenger of God." This profession of faith is seen as 
the first of the five pillars of Islam, the first requirement of being a true 
member of the ummah, the religious community. 

The other pilllars are praying five  times a day, in a mosque or wherever 
you are, paying an annual wealth tax to support the leaders of the 
community and its poorest members, fasting during daylight hours during 
the holy month of Ramadan, and making the hajj,  the pilgrimage to 
Mecca, if you are physically and financially able. 

Islam has no monks or nuns, every member of the ummah is seen as equal. 

The oldest of the world’s five most significant religions, Hinduism, divides 
its community into four main groups, or castes – first, the Brahmins who 
were mainly teachers and intellectuals and are believed to have come from 
the head of the great god Brahma 

Second, the Kshatriyas, or the warriors and rulers, supposedly from 
Brahma’s arms. Third,  the Vaishyas, or the traders, created from Brahma’s 
thighs. Fourth, the Shudras, who are said to come from Brahma's feet and 
did all the menial jobs. 

Outside the caste system  are the Dalits, the untouchables. 

Hindus teach  that the way you live this life determines your caste in the 
next life.  You cannot change your caste in this life, except –if you are 
adopted or, if you are a girl, you marry a man of another caste. 

The Jews have always seen themselves as a community separate from all 
other people. Jews are a race as well as a religion. They call themselves 
“Am Yisrael“–“the people of Israel”— rather than “Dat Yisrael,” or 
”followers of the religion of Israel.” 

A pious Jew should not live in a place that does not have the 10 essentials;  
a beit din (law court) that metes out punishments; a tzedakah fund that is 
collected by two people and distributed by three; a synagogue; a bath 
house (mikveh); a bathroom; a doctor; a craftsperson; a blood-letter; and a 
teacher of children.”  



11 
Its male members are distinguished from other men by being circumcised,  
although many Gentile males are circumcised for health reasons. 

All religions honour certain days as holy days, holy because of history or 
tradition.  Muslims and Jews are urged to attend public worship at least 
once a week, Hindus and Buddhists generally attend only on particular 
holy days.  The focus of their worship is the family home.  

I visited China with one of my daughters during the Cultural Revolution. 
The front doors were all locked, by order of the authorities, but every 
temple seemed to have a side door leading into the courtyard behind the 
temple, and the courtyards were full of worshippers offering incense to one 
deity or another. 

The two holiest days in Judaism are Rosh Hashanah, Jewish New Year and 
Yom Kippur, or the Day of Atonement.  Both days generally occur in the 
Spring, in September or October. 

The book of Exodus (Ex 12.1-2) says that the new year should be 
celebrated at the time of the Passover, which occurs during the northern 
autumn. But by the first century, the spring date had become established, in 
line with the agricultural cycle.  

Many Jewish families celebrate both new years, any excuse for a party!. 

Rosh Hashanah is a joyous holiday, Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, is 
the most solemn day of the year, the day on which pious Jews afflict their 
souls, they abstain from food and drink, they do not wash their rubies or 
use any cream on them, they do not wear leather footwear, and they abstain 
from sex, spending the day in prayer to God in the synagogue and in their 
homes. 

For us, of course, the Day of Atonement is the first Good Friday. This can 
be a basis of dialogue with Jewish people. 

The most important festival in Buddhism is Wesak day, which celebrates 
the birth and death day of the Buddha.  I took part in  the celebrations at 
Darling Harbour for some years. You might be interested in the Youtube 
clip of the 25th year of the Sydney celebration 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yJv5mjXIXyw&t=573s. 
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Buddhist New Year is celebrated for three days at different times in 
different Buddhist traditions, in January or early February or after the first 
new moon in April. 

Both major traditions of Islam observe the same two major holidays: Eid 
al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha. The dates of both holidays vary throughout the 
year, because the Muslim world operates on a lunar calendar not a solar 
one. Muslims may not know the exact date of each holiday until the last 
moment, because they cannot be determined until the chief imam in each 
country sights the new moon with his naked eye. 

Eid al-Fitr, the breaking of the fast, comes at the end of Ramadan. Eid al-
Adha  celebrates the end of the hajj. 

Hindus celebrate many festivals, depending on the gods they honour most, 
but the two most common festivals are Diwali, the festival of lights, in 
October or November and Holi, the festival of colours, which generally 
falls in March. 

So, in all  faiths, Belonging involves times of rejoicing as well as times of 
solemn reflection.        Next week, a short reflection on Behaving. 

 

16 November 2022 – Behaving  

The third B, Behaving.  All religious traditions have rules about how those 
who belong to their community should behave, towards other members of 
the community, and, in some traditions, like our own, towards people 
outside the community as well. 

These rules are very similar in all religions. They are overwhelmingly 
negative – they aim to restrict the so-called natural passions so that 
community members do no harm to others. The natural passions are 
various forms of greed – wanting more money, more sex, more food, more 
drink, more power, more prestige. 

We share the ten rules, the ten commandments, with the followers of 
Judaism – four of those rules concern the people’s relations with YHWH; 
six are about how to treat fellow-believers. – 
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 Honour your faither and mother; 

 Do not murder, often wrongly translated as ‘do not kill’; 

 Do not commit adultery; 

 Do not steal; 

 Do not bear false witness against your neighbour; ( that is, another 
member of the community), 

 Do not covet your neighbour’s house, or your neighbour’s wife, or 
slave or donkey or anything that belongs to your neighbour. 

This last commandment is expressed in a way we would not find 
acceptable today, and this is true of many of the commandments of all 
religious traditions, which are sometimes expressed in culturally-bound 
terms. Here the wife is lumped in with the house and the slaves and the 
domestic animals as the man’s most valuable property. Women are not 
commanded not to covet their neighbour’s husband. 

The ten rules are probably the oldest of the 613 commandments in the 
Jewish Scriptures, which include rules about foods which can be eaten and 
those that  should not, laws on the transfer of land, and other details of 
everyday community life, and detailed rules on temple worship, which, of 
course, have fallen into disuse, because the temple was destroyed in the 
year 70, and Jews now worship in synagogues, which have their own rules 
and procedures. 

Islam is also a rules-based religion. The Qur’an has many laws on 
acceptable behaviour, and many, many others have been added over the 
centuries in the so-called hadith, traditions, and in the rules of adab, or 
good manners. Many of these rules go back to pre-Islamic times, especially 
rules on hygiene, which include such details as 

 Clipping the moustache 

 Removing hair from the armpits 

 Cutting nails 

 Circumcising male babies  
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 Cleaning the nostrils, the mouth, and the teeth; and 

 Cleaning the body after toileting. 

Even in the Qur’an, the rules can be very explicit – they ban sexual 
relations outside marriage, and alcohol, and the giving and taking of 
interest; to keep men out of the danger of falling into three of the great 
temptations.  

There is nothing in the Qur’an about the hijab, that is purely a cultural 
requirement of some Muslim-majority communities, but both men and 
women are commanded to dress modestly, so as not to arouse sexual 
desire. The rules for women are especially detailed, apparently because 
Muhammad felt that men are more easily sexually aroused than women. 
They need to be protected. 

Surah 24 of the Qur’an is quite explicit – verses 30 and 31: 

Tell the believing men that they should restrain their gaze and to guard 
their private parts and chastity.  This is what is purer for them. God is fully 
aware of all that they do.   And tell the believing women that they should 
restrain  their gaze and  guard their private parts, and that they should not 
display their charms except that which is revealed of itself , and let them 
draw their veils over their bosoms,  and not to display their charms to any 
save their husbands,  or their fathers  or the fathers of their husbands,  or 
their sons,  or the sons of the husbands, or their brothers, or the sons of 
their brothers,  or the sons of their sisters,  or the Muslim women and the 
women of good conduct with whom they associate,  or those  their right 
hands possess, (that is, their slaves) or the male attendants in their service 
free of sexual desire, or children that are as yet unaware of femininity.   
Nor stamp their feet to draw attention to their charms.  And O believers, 
turn to God all together in repentance that you may attain true prosperity.    

Hinduism has a wide range of beliefs, and rituals and practices, because it 
has no known founder, no common Scriptures, no hierarchy or structure 
and no central administration. Its teachings speak of the concept of 
dharma, duty,  the social and ethical system by which each believer 
organises his or her daily life.  
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Hindu codes of conduct and other social practices are drawn from a wide 
collection of philosophical literature and sacred Scriptures. A Hindu views 
the entire universe as belonging to God or the gods, and everything in the 
universe as divine. The purpose of life is to seek and realise the divinity 
within all of us. 

Because most Hindus believe in the interdependence of all life, they will 
not eat any food that has involved the taking of life. However, in eastern 
parts of India, fish is a staple food.    

Most Hindus do not eat beef or beef products, because the cow is seen as 
sacred. The cow represents Mother Earth, the source of goodness ; its milk 
nourishes all creatures. The god Krishna, one of the incarnations of the 
great god Brahma, spent part of his youth as a cowherd, and is the 
protector of all cows. 

For similar reasons, most Hindus will not drink alcohol, seeing it as God-
given food put to a bad use 

Buddhism grew out of Hinduism and, similarly, has no laws or 
commandments, as the Abrahamic religions have, but it does have moral 
precepts. If you follow these, you will come closer to achieving personal 
enlightenment. The basic precepts are 

1. Refrain from killing or injuring living creatures. 

2. Refrain from taking what is not given. 

3. Refrain from committing sexual misconduct. 

4. Refrain from ‘wrong speech’, such as lying and gossiping. 

5. Refrain from using intoxicants that cloud the mind, such as alcohol, 
or non-prescription mind-affecting drugs. 

So most Buddhists are vegetarians, and all temples serve only food derived 
from plants, but that is not a requirement of becoming a member of every 
Buddhist community. 

Buddhism is focused on the Self rather than on the Other, and teaches 
principles more than strict rules. You behave well towards other people 
because this helps you realise your true self.  The first of the four noble 
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truths is that life inevitably involves suffering; the second is that suffering 
is caused by ignorance, giving rise to desire and illusion. 

To be released from desire and illusion, you practice mindfulness, you 
become aware of the sources of suffering, and  that none of them are truly 
real, so there is no point in dwelling on them. They are empty of substance, 
and therefore they can have no effect on us.  This is the basic principle of 
emptiness – freeing oneself from all desire, all human passions. A tall 
order, especially if there is no God to help. 

Finally, next week, the 4th B, Becoming.  How do the great religions see us 
being changed from our natural selves when we Believe the teaching, 
Belong to the community and Behave in accordance with its 
commandments? 

 

26 November 2022 – Becoming  

Most religious traditions agree that Believing their truth, Belonging to their 
community, and Behaving in accordance with their teachings will make 
you Become a better person, make you truly human. Christians might say, 
‘as Jesus became truly human’.  This is another point of contact, another 
opportunity of witness, when we’re talking to someone of another religion, 
or to someone who professes no religion 

Because those who belong to the Jewish community have ties by race as 
well as by religion, its rabbis say that, and I quote, all Jews are really just 
one soul. We all stem from the same source, and caring for me means 
caring for you’.  

The book of Genesis records repeatedly that YHWH blessed Abraham for 
his obedience to his commands, and made him a blessing to other peoples. 

In chapter 12,  I will make of you a great nation and I will bless you and 
make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who 
bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse and in you all the 
families of the earth shall be blessed. (vv 2-3) 
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And in chapter 22,  By your offspring shall all the nations of the earth gain 
blessing for themselves because you have obeyed my voice (v 18) 

In chapter 26 the promise is extended to Abraham’s offspring through 
Isaac, I will give your offspring all these lands; and all the nations of the 
earth shall gain blessing for themselves, through your offspring. (v 4). 

These promises are repeated in Isaiah and several other of the books of the 
prophets, and observant Jews see them fulfilled in the downfall of Hitler, 
and the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union, and in the creation of the 
State of Israel in 1948.   When the Messiah comes, all peoples will be 
blessed in the new Messianic age. 

Other great religions see the Becoming being complete only in the after-
life.  So Muslims are taught that Allah will resurrect everybody on the Day 
of Judgment. They shall then be held accountable for their deeds in this life 
and either be admitted into Paradise or cast into the Hellfire.  

The Qur’an, as always, is very specific in condemning anyone who 
disputes this teaching. : Surah 45: "And they say, 'There is nothing but our 
worldly life; we die and live and nothing destroys us except time.' And they 
have no knowledge of that; they are only assuming. And when Our verses 
are recited to them as clear evidences, their argument is only that they say, 
'Bring [back] our forefathers, if you should be truthful.' Say, 'God causes 
you to live, then causes you to die; then He will assemble you for the Day 
of Resurrection, about which there is no doubt,' but most of the people do 
not know." (24-26) 

I remember standing on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem, between the great 
Dome of the Rock and the smaller Dome of the Chain as the imam told us 
that this is where Jesus and Muhammad will stand side by side on  the Day 
of Judgment.  

Jesus will hand each person his or her book of life and Muhammad will 
then confirm their destiny – heaven for those who are given the book in 
their right hand, hell for those who are given the book in their left hand. 
This is in line with the teachings of the Qur’an, surah 69: 
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As for the one who is given his book in his right hand, he will say: ‘I will 
take and read my book, I knew that I would be called to account’. And he 
will be in a blissful condition (vv 19–21) .... But as for him who is given his 
book in his left hand, he will say: ‘Would that my book had not been given 
to me and that I did not know my reckoning! ‘(vv 25-26) ... Seize him and 
bind him and expose him to the burning Fire! (vv30-31) 

To encourage believers in right belief and good works, which are the two 
criteria for an afterlife in heaven, the Qur’an has graphic details of the joys 
of heaven, and the horrors of hell – the fires of hell are fuelled with the 
bodies of unbelievers, quote, Those who reject our Revelations, We will 
land them in a fire to roast there.  Every time their skins are burnt off, We 
will replace them with other skins, that they may taste the punishment.  
Surely God is All-Glorious with irresistible might, All-Wise. (4.56) 

What Hindus understand about Becoming depends largely on which god, 
or which aspect of Brahman, they worship. Most Hindus believe that 
humans are in a perpetual cycle of death and rebirth, samsara. When a 
person dies, their atman,  their soul, is reborn in a new and different body. 

Rebirth may happen directly upon death, or it may exist in realms other 
than earth before death, or in the moment of death. An atman may 
enter swarg, the heavenly realm, or narak, the hellish realm, for a period 
before the rebirth. 

What happens largely depends on our  karma. Our good or bad actions, in 
life lead to our being given positive or negative merits, and these determine 
the form of the rebirth of our atman.  These ideas are very similar to 
mediaeval Catholic understandings of life after death. 

Some Hindus believe that humans may be reborn in animal form, but this 
occurs only if an atman has repeatedly failed to learn lessons while in 
human form. 

Living life according to teachings in the scriptures will eventually lead 
to moksha, personal realisation or redemption. Some Hindu scriptures 
describe moksha as the human atman becoming absorbed once again by 
the divine Brahman, from where each atman is believed to originate.  
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Other Hindu scriptures describe moksha as becoming free of self to live in 
the realm of a personal God. The Maitri Upanishad puts it this way: 

Even as water becomes one with water, fire with fire, and air with air, so 
the atman becomes one with the Infinite Atman and thus attains final 
freedom. 

In Hinduism samsara is seen as virtually inescapable, but the Buddha 
taught that people could escape, if they followed his teachings and 
achieved nirvana, or enlightenment.   He could recall many details of his 
own past lives. 

The oldest of the Buddhist Scriptures, the Dhammapada, states that 
ignorance is the great enemy:  Long is the cycle of birth and death to the 
fool who does not know the true path. 

And again,  One road leads to wealth; another road leads to nirvana. Let 
the mendicant, the disciple of Buddha, learn this and not strive for honour 
but seek wisdom. 

The three main traditions of Buddhism understand nirvana in different 
ways --  in Theravada, only monks and nuns can achieve the goal, lay 
people cannot escape; there are too many distractions, like food and sex 
and money; 

In Mahayana some of those who achieve nirvana resolve to be reborn and 
return to earth, as the Buddha did, to help others obtain nirvana as well. 

In Vajrayana, everyone has 49 days to decide whether to come back to 
earth or not.   So, though the body will be cremated or given to the 
vultures, the family will read to them from the Scriptures, or the ancient 
Book of the Dead, to help them make their decision 

The funeral practices of each of the great religions reflect their 
understanding of what happens to the soul, the essence, the true self of 
each human being.     

So, in their Believing, their Belonging, their Behaving and their teachings 
on Becoming, all the great religions have similarities and differences. Both 
can provide opportunities for us to talk about Jesus to people of any faith 
or culture, in respectful conversation. 

___________________ 


