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This booklet has been prepared by
the Scottish Inter Faith Council to
provide basic information on
some of the ‘faith communities’
who live and worship in Scotland.

The multi-religious nature of Scottish
society is now widely accepted and

promoted by various individuals,
groups, organisations and
institutions. The need to be

respectful of, and understand, this
diversity is also acknowledged by the
Scottish Government and is
recognised to be fundamental to the
harmony of society whether in a
global, national or local context.

It is important that individuals and
organisations, particularly those
professionally associated with public
life in Scotland have some
knowledge of the different faith
traditions operating in Scotland, and
it is hoped that they, and the general
public, will find this booklet helpful.

The booklet has been designed to |

include general information on the
basic beliefs, customs and practices,
places of worship, main festivals,
food and diet
concerns of Buddhists, Christians,
Hindus, Muslims, Jews, Sikhs,

Baha’is, Brahma Kumaris and
Pagans. This is not a complete
picture of the religious communities
in Scotland as there is diversity
within the religions mentioned and
there are also religions not included
in this basic booklet.

Inter Faith Initiatives in Scotland

Since the historic World Parliament
of Religions held in Chicago at the
end of the 19th Century there has
been growing awareness that we
inhabit a world of many faiths. This
awareness has gradually resulted in
the growth of inter faith initiatives and
bi-lateral religious dialogue groups
throughout the United Kingdom. In
Scotland such groups have been
operating since the 1970s.

Scotland is also home to The St.
Mungo Museum of Religious Life
and Art. Opened in Glasgow in
1993, this unique museum aims to
promote mutual understanding and
respect between people of different
faiths and of none.
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It is clear that world events abroad
influence relationships at home and
so the ethos of inter faith, which
includes developing understanding,
respect and dialogue between
religions is critical in the creation of a
peaceful and inclusive Scotland.

The Scottish Inter Faith Council

The Scottish Inter Faith Council was
officially launched in 1999 by
Patricia Ferguson, the then Deputy
Presiding Officer of the new
Scottish  Parliament. As well as
promoting better understanding
between faith communities the SIFC
can function as a vehicle of
communication between the
Scottish Government and the
various communities living in
Scotland. Collectively it represents
a major cross section of the
faith communities in Scotland and
its representative members are
committed to the process of
developing inter faith structures at
both local and national levels. The
Scottish Inter Faith Council
encourages and supports initiatives
aimed at increasing mutual
understanding and respect between
the members of all religious
communities.

The Scottish Inter Faith Council is
dedicated in its work to break down
and diffuse barriers of
discrimination and prejudice and
promote tolerance and acceptance
within society.

The 2001 Census section on
religious affiliation gives the
following statistics for
members of religious faiths in
Scotland:

Faith Members
Community

Buddhist 6,380
Christian 3,294,545
Hindu 5,564
Jew 6,448
Muslim 42,557
Sikh 6,572
Other 26,974



Buddhism

Introduction

Buddhism is based on the
teachings of the Buddha
Shakyamuni who lived in

Northern India about 2500 years
ago. A Buddha is to be revered,
not as a God, but as an example
of how we should all aspire to
live our lives.

Basic Beliefs

The essence of Buddha is within
each of us and we can all attain our
Buddhahood through sincere
practice of the eight-fold path,

which includes virtuous conduct
such as  compassion and
generosity, meditation and the

cultivation of  wisdom. Many
Buddhists are believers in spiritual
rebirth but this is understood as a
causal connection between lives
rather than the transmigration or
reincarnation of an unchanging
individual soul. For most Western
Buddhists faith in the efficacy of
following the eight-fold path is more
central than assent to specific
verbal formulations of religious
belief.

Customs and Practices

Although it is particularly strong in
northern areas of the Indian sub-
continent and in some parts of
South East Asia, Buddhism is a
world wide religion. Many Eastern
Buddhist traditions started
becoming established in the West
during the 20th Century. This was
the case in Scotland where we
now have perhaps as many as ten
schools from several traditions
represented.

These include the Theravadan
tradition (originally mainly from
India, Sri Lanka, Burma and
Thailand) which has meditation
groups in several Scottish cities;
the Tibetan tradition, (which has a
wide influence through northern
India, and China to Mongolia) of
which three schools are active, the
best known being the Kagyu school
with its main centre at Samye Ling
near Langholm and meditation
groups in most main Scottish cities;
and the Zen Buddhist tradition,
(which originated in  China,
spread to Korea, Japan and
Malaysia) and is most strongly
represented in Scotland by the Sofo
Zen School which has a priory in
Edinburgh and meditation groups in
several cities.



In addition, a specifically Western
development of Buddhism is
represented in Scotland by the
Western Buddhist Order which has
centres in Glasgow and
Edinburgh, a retreat centre near
Callander and meditation groups in
several other cities.

As indicated by the frequent
mention of meditation groups, there
is a strong emphasis in the western
development of Buddhism on the
centrality of meditation practice.

Places of Worship

The term “worship” is not really
appropriate to Buddhism, where
there is no belief in a separate
creator god. Buddhist temples,
centres or meeting places are
where Buddhists  gather to
meditate, study, chant or pray
together.

There are a number of such
centres in Scotland ranging from
the large Tibetan tradition temple at
Samye Ling together with its retreat
centre on Holy Island and the
Glasgow Buddhist Centre to smaller
institutions and retreat centres in
Portobello, Dundee and elsewhere.
Some groups make use of hired
premises or meet together in
private homes.

Main Festivals

Buddhists have many celebrations
throughout the year. These
generally commemorate particular

events of the Buddha’s life and
include his birth (Wesak), his
enlightenment, the day of his first
teaching (Dharma Day) and his
death (Parinirvana). The dates of
these events are generally
expressed through the lunar
calendar and there is some
variation  between the different
traditions. Some Buddhists may
also fast on New Moon and Full
Moon days.

Food and Diet

Although their high valuation of life
and their rejection of violence
means that some Buddhists are
vegetarian, this is not always the
case.

Concerns of the Community
One of the steps on the Eight-Fold
Noble Path is the practice of “right
livelihood” and this has promoted a
tendency in western Buddhists to
seek employment within what are
referred to as the “caring
professions”. They also support
such initiatives  within the
community as Angulimala, the
Buddhist Prison chaplaincy
service, and hospital chaplaincy. A
significant proportion of Buddhists
are also actively engaged in
movements promoting justice and
peace.



Christianity

Introduction

Christianity was founded in what
is today modern day Israel and
Palestine around 2000 years ago.
It is based on the teachings of
Jesus of Nazareth, known as
Christ. This means “the anointed
one”, and Christians believe
Jesus to be the Son of God.
Christians see themselves as
following in the way of Jesus
who revealed the forgiving love
of God for all people and God’s
concern for human beings.

Basic Beliefs

At the centre of Christian belief is
Jesus who is regarded as the
revelation of God. For many
Christians this revelation is such
that he is understood to be the very
incarnation of God. In Jesus,
Christians come to know
something of the nature of God
who is seen as loving and
forgiving. Jesus is regarded as the
one who has transformed human
nature so that it need no longer
follow its sinful inclinations but
rather lead a life of love and
service. Their experience of God in
Jesus has led them to see God as
a community of three persons,
Father, Son and Holy Spirit, called
the Trinity. Christians believe that
the world was created by God and
will be brought to its fulfilment at
the end of time. In the mean time
they believe in the presence and
support of God’s spirit, present
among all.

e

The Christian holy book is called
the Bible and is in two parts. The
first, which equates roughly to the
Jewish bible, has been called the
Old Testament. The second is the
New Testament which contains the
Gospels (records of Jesus’ life and
his teachings), the Acts of the
Apostles, the writings of St. Paul
and some other works.
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Customs and Practice
Individuals are admitted into the
Christian Church through baptism
which can take place in
childhood or  adulthood. The
central ritual of much Christian
worship is Holy Communion or
Eucharist which is a sharing of
bread and wine in memory of
Jesus’ last supper with his
disciples. This action unites
Christians in a symbolic or
sacramental way with the death and
resurrection of Jesus and one
another. It can also act as a
recommitment to follow in the path
set out by Jesus’ life and example.
Private prayer and meditation is
important to Christians in their
daily life.

Places of Worship

The Christian holy day takes place
on a Sunday when congregations
gather in churches to worship and
celebrate Holy Communion. In the
Catholic tradition this takes place
weekly and even daily while in
some protestant churches it takes
place on a monthly basis or even
annually.

Main Festivals
Important dates in the Christian
Calendar include Christmas, the

celebration  of Jesus’ birth (25
December), and the central
Christian  feast of Easter that

commemorates the death (on
Good Friday) and resurrection (on
Easter Sunday) of Jesus. The
exact dates for Easter vary from

year to year but are usually
around the end of March or the
beginning to the middle of April.
The forty days before Easter are
known as Lent and it is common
for many Christians to make some
form of self-sacrifice during this
time, such as fasting or going
without something for this period. It
is also a time for increased prayer
and helping others. Pentecost,
which celebrates the coming of
God’s spirit, and is thought of as
the birth of the church, is also an
important festival.

Food and Diet

In Christianity, all is seen as a gift
of God. This means that no food is
seen as unclean but everything is
to be enjoyed in moderation and
gratitude. Fasting on particular
days and at particular times of the
year is also common.

Concerns of the Community
Christians are concerned about
working for the values of God’'s
kingdom on Earth: justice, peace
and reconciliation. They are
concerned for justice for all people
and so are involved with justice,
peace and development issues.
Working together with others for
the common good of the nation and
the world is important for them.



Introduction

The Hindu tradition has no
founder and is best understood
as a group of closely connected
religious traditions rather than a
single religion. It represents a
complete way of life. Hindus
believe in one God and worship
that one God under many
manifestations or images. They

believe that all prayers
addressed to any form or
manifestation will ultimately

reach the one God. Hinduism
does not prescribe any particular
dogmas; rather it asks
individuals to worship God
according to their own belief. It
therefore allows a great deal of
freedom in matters of faith and
worship.

Basic Beliefs

Hindus consider that religion is a
sanctified and disciplined path one
should follow to reach a higher level
of consciousness or goal, i.e. to
become a better person. This can
only be done by following the path
of Dharma. Dharma is at the heart
of Hinduism which is often called
the Sanatana Dharma. Dharma
means the ancient law which
underlies the order of the universe
and is reflected in a moral and
ethical life. Hindus believe in the
law of karma - a simple law of
cause and effect. “As you sow, so
shall you reap”. They also believe in
the divine nature of the soul, which
is indestructible and immortal. It

transmigrates from body to body
depending on the merits and sins of
one’s actions (karma) accumulated
in a lifetime. In the end, one’s
karma (action) determines one’s
future rebirth.

Hindus further believe in the
descent (avatar) of Divinity to
protect the righteous and destroy
the unrighteous. There have been
several examples of this in
Hinduism including Rama, Krishna
and Buddha. They serve as an
example and inspiration for pious
Hindus. In one sense Hindus
accept the prophets of all religions
as manifestations or avatars of God
and recognise the presence of God
in all living beings.

Customs and Practices

Prayer and the reading of the Holy
Scriptures, which give Hindus an
example of how they should live,
are important practices. Worship or
veneration of the divine image
takes place around a shrine
morning or evening in devout Hindu
homes. There are two kinds of
scripture in Hinduism: the holiest
texts, called the Vedas, and the
great epics of the Mahabharata and
Ramayana. The Bhagavad Gita,
which is part of the Mahabharata, is
a very popular text in the West.
Hindus follow the lunar calendar
and particular days are set aside
during the week and month to
honour particular manifestations of
God.
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Places of Worship
Hindus frequently view systematic
organisation with some mistrust,
believing it to be often showy and
wasteful. Likewise, worship and
general religious activity are
commonly centred around the
home. However Hindu temples or
Mandirs, which have a priest,
educated in the scriptures, do have
public worship twice daily and
Sunday has become a day for
communal worship and activity.
Only trained priests are able to
perform religious ceremonies on
special occasions though anyone
may perform puja.

Main Festivals

There are many religious festivals
which are celebrated in different
ways by different communities. The

most commonly celebrated festivals
are Diwali (or Deepavali), the
Festival of Lights, and Nauvrathri,
nine nights during which goddesses
such as Durga, the Great Mother,
are worshipped. This takes place
over nine days and nights twice a
year.

Food and Diet

The influence of charity is apparent
in the importance attached to
hospitality: every pious Hindu is
expected to keep some food aside
for an unexpected guest and no-
one should ever be turned away
hungry. The reverence for life
surfaces again in the concept of
ahimsa ( non-injury), one of the

highest principles which
encourages many Hindus to be
vegetarian.

Concerns of the Community
Hindus should show love and
respect for all beings as a way of
recognising the divinity within all
creatures. Charity is extremely
important. It is generally practiced
in a discreet, individual manner,
and is seen as a means of
extending the natural love for the
family into the wider community.
Hindus also have a concern for the
future of their young people and
offering support to all members of
their community, particularly
vulnerable groups such as the
elderly.



Introduction

The Muslims’ religion and way of
life spiritually and materially, is
Islam. Islam is an Arabic word
which means submission to
God. The root of the word Islam
comes from a word meaning
peace and it is the way of peace
as is laid down in the Quran. The
word can also mean submission
and it is through submission to
God’s will that a Muslim finds
peace. Islam is a world religion
that originated in the Middle East
in the seventh century CE. Now
it is practised by about a fifth of
the world’s population.

Muslims originally came to live
in Scotland in the early 1940’s
mainly from Pakistan or India.
Thereafter others came from
East Africa and the Middle East.

Basic Beliefs

At the heart of Muslim belief is
belief in the unity and universality
of God. The Arabic word ALLAH
means the One God. Muslims also
believe in the unity of mankind,
under one father, Adam, and have
a strong sense of the Muslim
community or Ummah and are
aware of their solidarity with all
Muslims worldwide. Muslims
recognise the prophets such as
Noah, Abraham, Jacob, Moses and
Jesus, and see Mohammed (peace
be upon him) as the last and final
prophet. Mohammed (pbuh) was
born in Makkah in 570 CE. He

received the Holy revelation from
God through the Angel Gabriel
over a period of 23 years. This
revelation was recorded in Islam’s
Holy Book known as the Quran,
which is regarded as the literal
word of God. Muslims are taught to
recite the Quran in Arabic as any
translation of the Holy Book is seen
as inadequate.

Customs and Practices

Islam has two principal bases of
faith. The first is that there is no god
worthy of worship but the one
universal God (Allah), creator and
sustainer of all beings. The second
is that Mohammed (pbuh) is his
messenger. Islam has five pillars
that represent the foundation stones
of Islamic worship and action:

Shahadah: There is no God but the
one true God and Mohammed is his
messenger. Reciting this with
intention three times makes someone
a Muslim.

Salat: Prayer takes place five times a
day at given times. It involves a
prescribed sequence of kneeling and
standing postures and is made facing
Makkah.

Zakat: Two and a half percentage of
a Muslim’s assets over a given
specified amount is given in welfare
tax to benefit the poor and needy
each year.
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