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Introduction   
The Interfaith Partners of South Carolina has as its intention building bridges among people of many faiths 

by helping people to understand one another’s faith traditions and commitments.  We do this through 

dialogue and study, congenial gatherings, and finding occasions on which we can band together to 

celebrate faith in general and to support civic causes.   

We offer this booklet as a way of introducing many of the faith traditions which can be found among the 

people of our state.   

Each section will offer insights into a particular faith tradition, including considerations of: 

• Basic beliefs 

• Practices 

• Sacred texts 

• Places of worship 

• Sacred spaces around the world 

• Revered items 

• Rules or guidelines of life 

• Dietary considerations 

• Special holidays, holy days, observances 

• Facts of interest to South Carolinians 
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Baha’i          

Overview 

The Baha’i faith is one of the world’s Abrahamic religions, which include Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—

thus named for the patriarch who traveled from Ur of the Chaldees to Canaan, which came to be called 

the Promised Land c. 1800 B.C.  Founded in the 19th century A.D., the Baha’i faith embraces all religions as 

worthwhile and promotes the unity of all peoples.  Major figures in the faith are the Bab, who predicted 

that the arrival of a prophet like Jesus and Mohammed was imminent.  He was considered a heretic among 

Muslims and was executed in 1850.  Baha’u’llah (b. 1817) was identified in 1863 as the promised prophet.  

He and his son Abdu’l-Baha endured persecution, but the son managed to journey on teaching trips to the 

United States in the early 20th century after a period of imprisonment.  

The Baha’i faith teaches that there is one God whose being is too great to be comprehended but who has 

been manifested in the Buddha, Jesus, and Mohammed.  Confident that human beings have a rational 

soul, Baha’i are called to seek God. The writings of the Bab, Baha’u’llah, and Abdu’l-Baha are the sacred 

texts of the Baha’i faith.  The writings are described as mystical and moral. Unity of faith and unity of the 

human race are the objects of the Baha’i, who renounce all forms of discrimination among people and 

hope for a world order which will brings together all races, classes, nations, and religions.  After death, 

Baha’i believe that the soul lives on in heaven or hell, either near or far from God.  There are estimated to 

be 9 million people who practice the Baha’i faith worldwide, with approximately 200,000 of them in the 

US.  The Universal House of Justice in Haifa, Israel, is regarded as the headquarters of Baha’i.  From this 

center are issued an annual message commemorating Ridvan.  The message is both an update on events 

and counsel for the coming year.  Wilmette, Illinois, is the site of the much-visited Baha’i House of Worship, 

a temple which attracts numerous visitors each year. 

Holy Days and Observances 

• Festival of Ayyam-i-Ha—February 25.  This is a time of unity, generosity, and service, which may 

last l4 or 5 days.  The festival is preparation for the time of fasting.  Gift-giving, acts of kindness, 

and community gatherings are emphasized. 

• Baha’i Fast—19 days, from March 2 to 20 during the Baha’i month of Ala.  Considered a time of 

renewal and reflection, the fast involves abstinence from food and drink from sunrise to sunset 

and time devoted to prayer, meditation, and reflection.  A typical greeting is “Wishing you strength 

and reflection during the Baha’i Fast.” 

• Festival of Ridvan—the most important Baha’i feast, celebrated between the end of April and early 

May.  This marks the declaration by Baha’u’llah of his divine mission, his role in manifesting God.  
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The first, ninth, and twelfth day of the month of Ridvan are especially celebrated, and the Baha’is 

elect their governing bodies at this time. 

• Ascension of Baha’u’llah—May 29.  Commemorates the passing of the founder of Baha’i in 1892.  

Baha’i tradition speaks of the day as the Setting of the Sun.  His holy writings and call for the 

unification of humanity is remembered in ceremony and ritual, reading, reflection, and prayerful 

offerings. 

• Race Unity Day—Second Sunday in June.  This day was inaugurated in 1957 by the Baha’i National 

Spiritual Assembly in the United States to promote racial harmony and understanding.  It 

proclaims that humanity is a single race and calls on people to recognize the oneness of humanity 

to achieve peace. 

• Martyrdom of the Bab—July 9.  Accused of apostasy, the Persian merchant known as the Bab was 

executed in 1850 in Persia, in a second attempt which followed a reportedly miraculous 

intervention in the first attempt.  In the Baha’i faith he is considered in the line of Abraham, Moses, 

Krishna, Buddha, Jesus, Mohammed, and the later Baha’u’llah as a manifestation of God. 

• Naw-Ruz—celebrated on the vernal equinox.  The greeting is “Happy Naw-Ruz!  May you be 

blessed with happiness, success and good health!”  Prayer, music and acts of service are 

performed. 

• Birthday of the Bab—November 2.  This feast celebrates the Bab, who is honored by the Baha’i as 

one who announces that the messenger of God will soon appear.  In his short life, he inaugurated 

religious reforms and advocated for educational and societal reform, including improving the 

status of women. 

• Day of the Covenant—an annual observance on November 25 or 26.  This day commemorates the 

mid-19th century appointment of Abdu’l-Baha as Center of the Covenant by Baha’u’llah. 

• Ascension of Abdu’l Baha—November 27, marks the death of the son and successor of Baha’u’llah, 

who was the founder of the faith.  Work is suspended so that believers devote special time to 

reflecting on his life and teachings. 

Facts of Special Interest to South Carolinians 

Radio Baha’i broadcasts on 90.1 FM from Hemingway, South Carolina.  Its offerings include various musical 

selections (jazz, gospel), short inspirational messages, news and sports as well as podcasts and 

audiobooks.  The only Baha’i station in the US, it began in 1984. 
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            Buddhism  

Overview  
Siddhartha Gautama, an Indian prince of the 5th century B.C. is said to have given up his royal status in 

order to set out into the forest to seek answers to profound questions about life and meaning.  Through 

deep meditation he gained insight and became known as the Buddha, a title meaning “enlightened one.” 

His holiness and serenity attracted many followers.  Buddhism is a religion that focuses on the achievement 

of enlightenment, or a state of inner peace and wisdom.  Buddhists believe that the path to enlightenment 

is through meditation, wisdom, and ethical living. There are three major strands of Buddhism: Theravada, 

Mahayana (a sect of which is Zen), and Vajrayana (Tibetan Buddhism).   
 

Buddhists believe in what is termed the Middle Way.  Basic to their beliefs are 4 Noble Truths—namely: 1) 

Life involves suffering; 2) Suffering is caused by desire; 3) There is a way out, to gain freedom; 4) The way 

is the “Noble 8-Fold Path.”  This path to freedom is the practice of 8 habits: 

▪ Right understanding 

▪ Right intention 

▪ Right speech 

▪ Right action 

▪ Right livelihood 

▪ Right effort 

▪ Right concentration 

▪ Right mindfulness 

Buddhism does not prescribe rigid dietary laws, but many Buddhists are vegetarians.   

The treasures of Buddhism are the Buddha himself, Dharma (fundamental reality, the cosmic law which 

guides behavior and proper social order), and Sangha—the community.  There are sacred texts consulted 

by Buddhists: the Triptaka “the three baskets” or “three jewels,” which is based on the earliest oral 

tradition of the Buddha’s teachings; Vinaya, rules for monks; Sutras, including the Dhammapada, regarding 

the moral life; the Lotus Sutra, a summary of the Buddha’s teachings; Abhidhamma Pitaka, commentary 

on the Dharma, sometimes called “the philosophy basket”; Higher Tantras (mystical texts); Dzogchen 

Tantras, from the school of Tibetan Buddhism.   
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Buddhism is not a religion dedicated to a god or gods.  Rather it is a way of life that strips away illusion.  

Buddhists may worship at home; in monasteries which serve as residential centers for worship, work, and 

learning; in stupas, which house relics of the Buddha or other enlightened figures (bodhisattvas) ; or in 

temples, known as “viharas,” which are centers of Buddhist communities. The best known Buddhist is the 

Dalai Lama, the spiritual leader of Tibetan Buddhism.  The name Dalai Lama means “Ocean of Wisdom,” 

and he is considered a living bodhisattva of compassion. 

Around the world, sacred spaces for Buddhists include: 

▪ Lumbini, Nepal, where Buddha was born—a UNESCO World Heritage Site 

▪ Bodh Gaya, India, where Buddha attained enlightenment under the bodhi tree 

▪ Sarnath, India, where the Buddha gave his first sermon 

▪ Kushinagar, India, where he spent his final years and died at age 80, currently the site of the 

Mahaparinirvana Temple 

▪ Rajgir, India, where Buddha’s teachings were first written down 

▪ Boudhanath Stupa, Nepal, the world’s largest stupa, a place of pilgrimage 

▪ Swayambhunath, Stupa, Nepal, a pilgrimage site featured in ancient tales of Bodhisattva 

Manjushree 

▪ Dharamsala—birthplace of the Dalai Lama 

▪ Shikoku pilgrimage, Japan—a 700-mile pilgrimage to 88 temples 

▪ Emei, Wutai, Putuo, Jiuhua, all in China—mountain sites of monasteries and temples, each 

associated with a different Bodhisattva  

Holy Days and Observances 

• New Year—observed on the first full moon in January (Mahayana), the first full moon in April 

(Theravada), Losar, the first day of the first month of the Tibetan calendar, usually in February or 

March (Vajrayana)—marked by purification and celebration (bell-ringing, incense, food) 

• Bodhi Day—holiday recalling the Buddha’s enlightenment (achievement of nirvana), more 

typically celebrated among Mahayana and Zen between winter solstice and Chinese New Year; a 

time of reflection, chanting, meditating, and performing acts of kindness 

• Parinirvana Day—February 8 or 15, the festival which celebrates Buddha’s final nirvana, or 

ultimate liberation, at his death in 483 B.C. 

• Magha Puja or Sangha Day—between mid-February and early March, this day, also called “Lantern 

Day,” is one which recalls a gathering of more than 1200 Buddhist monks to hear Buddha speak; 

there are 3 ceremonial circumambulations which honor the “three jewels”—Buddha, Dharma, 

Sangha; flowers, incense, and candles are offered in monasteries 

• Vesek—also called Buddha Day, celebrated in April in Japan, or around the first full moon in May 

in China, the Philippines, Vietnam, this commemorates the birth, enlightenment, and death of the 

Buddha; concern for the elderly and poor, cleansing from negative thoughts, community service, 

and cultural performances mark this feast 
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• Dharma Day—first full moon in July, a time which recalls Buddha’s first sermon on the 4 Noble 

Truths and the 8-Fold Path and the consequent establishment of the first order of monks 

(Theravada)  

• Obon (Ghost Festival)—typically an August celebration observed by both Buddhists and Taoists, 

this honors and remembers deceased ancestors and wandering spirits; food offerings, incense, 

performances mark this feast which believes that the gates of the afterlife open so that the 

ancestors can return to the human realm for a time; in Japan, this feast includes setting paper 

lanterns adrift to guide spirits back to their ancestral homes  

Facts of Special Interest to South Carolinians 

In South Carolina, there is a Buddhist monastery in Clover, and there are temples in Greenville and Sumter.  

The Charleston Tibetan Society is a center of religion and learning, and the Columbia Zen Buddhist Priory 

is a contemplative organization of monastic and lay members. 

 

 

 

Christianity                  

Overview 

The birth of Jesus of Nazareth is traditionally dated as the beginning of the Common Era, with years since 

Jesus’ birth dated by Christians as A.D. (Anno Domini, Year of the Lord).  Around 30 A.D. Jesus, a carpenter 

from Nazareth began a vigorous preaching and healing ministry, proclaiming the Kingdom of God.  He 

attracted followers—and enemies as well.  His teaching built upon the Jewish traditions of the law and the 

prophets while also expanding and sometimes upending the application of those traditions.  He was 

understood by many of his followers to be the promised Messiah who would bring the Kingdom of God to 

earth.  While he insisted that his Kingdom was not of this world, miracles and his attention to the outcast 

and the poor led some to hope that he would rout the Roman Empire from rule in Palestine and restore 

the Davidic Kingdom.  Around 33 A.D. amid the feast of Passover, he was tried before religious leaders, 

King Herod, and the Roman procurator Pontius Pilate who allowed him to be crucified.  Christians have 

long understood his torture and crucifixion to have had mystical significance, in his assuming the sins of 

all, the sin of the world, as he underwent his suffering and death.  From the cross, he forgave sin.  On the 

third day after his death, the tomb in which he had been laid was found empty, and his apostles and 
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disciples began reporting his appearances to and among them.  The Christian feast of Easter recalls his 

Resurrection.  Catholics and Orthodox Christians see the celebration of Mass, the Divine Liturgy, as the 

making present of Christ’s sacrifice and the transformation of those who receive the Holy Eucharist such 

that Christ lives in them. 

During the first century A.D., the followers of Jesus, called “the Way” early on, came to be called Christians.  

By the second century A.D., the church, as the body of believers was called, became known as “catholic”—

universal, as it spread from Jewish strongholds to Gentile communities in the Middle East, in Greece, north 

Africa, India, and to Rome.  Saints Peter and Paul were martyred in Rome.  All of the original apostles were 

as well, except John (known as John the Evangelist), along with numerous other converts to Christianity.   

From ancient times into the Middle Ages, Christian scriptures were collected and translated. The Christian 

Sriptures, or the New Testament, consist of 4 Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John), Epistles (Letters 

by St. Paul, St. John, St. Peter, St. James, St. Jude, and the Letter to the Hebrews), and the Book of 

Revelation (the Apocalypse).  In the fourth century A.D., St. Jerome translated Hebrew and Greek texts 

into the Latin Vulgate (Latin spoken by the common people), and the works of what came to be known as 

the Old and New Testaments were established and regarded by Christians as divine revelation.  Jerome 

included 7 Old Testament books (referred to as Deuterocanonical or Apocrypha) because of their use 

among Christians as equivalent to other canonical texts from the Hebrew Scriptures.  Monasteries became 

repositories of learning, and monks copied, illustrated, and wrote commentaries on scriptural texts, as 

well as praying what is known as the Liturgy of the Hours.  Liturgical services included reading and 

preaching from Scripture (Liturgy of the Word) and celebration of Holy Communion (liturgy of the 

Eucharist)—practiced to this day by Catholics, Orthodox, and Anglicans who believe that Christ is fully 

present in the Word proclaimed and read, in the ordained celebrant of the liturgy, in the congregation 

assembled, and in the elements of bread and wine transformed into Christ’s body and blood.  Catholics 

revere the Eucharist as “source and summit” of Christian life.  

Basic to Christian belief is the worship of Christ as Messiah and Lord, son of God, simultaneously human 

and divine, sent for the salvation of the world.  Resurrection faith insists that Christ lives, true God and 

true human, in a glorified state and is in union with the Father and the Holy Spirit.  The members of the 

Trinity are identified by names as persons but also as Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier. Christians believe 

that they are saved by grace and their receptive faith and that their moral living and good works are a 

testimony to the saving work of the Lord who strengthens them. 

While there were some sects and communities in the early church who were understood to be erroneous 

in their teachings (heretics), councils of church leaders clarified doctrine for the faithful, and there was 

great consistency in Christian faith and practice.  The first major division among Christians occurred in 

1054 A.D. when the Eastern and Western churches split, largely over matters of governance and the 

verbiage of the creed as it relates to the Holy Trinity.  Catholics, mostly from the West, with some “uniate” 

churches in the East, have remained loyal to the pope as Bishop of Rome and visible head of the Church, 

while the Orthodox have retained what Catholics consider valid sacraments, valid priesthood, apostolic 

succession of prelates, and strong doctrinal affinities.  Catholics have the pope as spokesperson for the 

faith of the Church and bishops, archbishops, and cardinals (papal advisors) exercise authoritative 
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decision-making.  The Orthodox do not have a role of primacy (such as that held by the pope) among their 

patriarchs and bishops, but the Patriarch of Constantinople is held in high esteem.   

The second major split occurred in the 16th century A.D., with the Protestant Reformation.  Division had 

been brewing earlier, and there were condemnations of leaders of movements like the Mennonites, but 

the Reformation climaxed with the conflicts over matters of interpretation of Scripture, inclusion of seven 

disputed books in the Old Testament, doctrinal interpretations of sin and grace, and certain devotional 

practices, as well as church governance.  Martin Luther, King Henry VIII, and John Calvin were at the 

forefront of movements which became the Lutheran, Anglican, Presbyterian and Congregational churches.  

In subsequent centuries more and more divisions occurred, and today there are Christian faith 

communities which consider themselves liturgical churches, with solemn liturgies and sacramental rituals, 

while others consider themselves more churches of the Word, focused on preaching and more flexible and 

innovative approaches to the order of worship. Governance of these groups varies.  Some have bishops or 

general superintendents, some have conferences which hold a level of authority over members churches, 

some are governed locally by presbyters or elders, and some are governed by consensus of their members.  

The role of Mary, mother of the Lord, has been a source of division and confusion.  The Council of Ephesus 

in 431 A.D. declared that Mary can legitimately be called Theotokos. God-bearer or Mother of God by 

virtue of her motherhood of the Divine Savior.  Catholics, Orthodox, and some Anglicans revere her as a 

uniquely privileged intercessor and believe that, because she was favored by God in the choice to bear the 

Messiah into the world, she was favored with the inability to sin (Immaculate Conceptions) and that, upon 

her death, she too was raised and is in the condition of “glorified body” (Assumption or Domition), an 

anticipation of what is ultimately to be experienced by all who are in union with God at the end of time. 

No Christians truly worship Mary, but many hold a special devotion to her and believe that she, with angels 

and saints, maintains an active interest in our world and exerts an influence as an intercessor, particularly 

on behalf of those who are suffering or are entrapped in sin.    

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, founded in upstate New York in the 19th century by Joseph 

Smith, is unique among Christians because of its regard for revelatory texts in addition to the Hebrew and 

Christian Scriptures, namely, the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants, and the Pearl of Great 

Price.  Among church beliefs is that, after his atoning death, Jesus appeared to spirits of the dead and to 

indigenous people in the Americas. 

As of 2025, there were estimated to be 2.6 to 2.7 billion Christians in the world.         

Holy Days and Observances 

There are three major holy days that are typically celebrated by Christians: Christmas, Easter, and 

Pentecost.  Along with these dates, various denominations celebrate events in the lives of Jesus, his 

mother Mary, apostles and the four evangelists, writers of the canonical Gospels (honored among all 

Christians), founders, saints designated by particular denominations, and other special figures.  The list 

below notes holy days and observances which are more commonly celebrated. 

• Christmas—December 25 in the Western Church and January 7 in the Eastern Orthodox Church 

are the dates which celebrate the birth of Jesus of Nazareth, who came to be known as the Christ, 
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the Messiah foretold in Hebrew Scriptures and tradition.  The date of his birth is not truly known, 

but from early days this date was observed in a desire, some speculate, to offer an alternative to 

the Roman Saturnalia; Bethlehem is identified in Christian scriptures as the place of his birth 

• Epiphany—celebrated 12 days after Christmas, this honors the visit to the newborn Jesus which 

was made by magi from the East who received a sign, a unique star, which led them to behold the 

child of the promise, the Messiah who had been prophesied  

• Ash Wednesday—celebrated as the holy season of Lent, 40 days of fasting and penance, is about 

to begin; Christians use the ashes of burnt palms to mark their foreheads with the sign of the 

cross, while words recalling their mortality and the need to repent are recited. 

• Lent, also called Great Lent—is a season particularly devoted to prayer, fasting, and almsgiving; it 

should be noted that dates for Lenten and Easter celebrations vary between Western Christians, 

who follow the Gregorian calendar, and Eastern Orthodox, who follow the Julian calendar  

• Holy Thursday/Maundy Thursday—while this is not observed by all Christians, this date 

commemorates the Last Supper which Jesus shared with his apostles, a Passover meal which 

preceded his arrest and execution; seen as the institution of the Holy Eucharist (also known as 

Communion) and, by some denominations, as the beginning of Christian priesthood 

• Good Friday—this day is commemorated as the day on which Jesus of Nazareth was crucified in 

Jerusalem; Christians see this martyrdom as a sacrificial self-offering of the Son of God to 

overcome the power of sin and death and to open the way to everlasting life for believers  

• Easter—the Sunday which falls after the first full moon of spring celebrates the Resurrection of 

Christ from the dead, in the form of a glorified body, on, as predicted, the third day from his 

crucifixion; Christians transferred their celebration of the Sabbath from Saturday to Sunday to 

memorialize this event which is regarded as the miracle which demonstrated the dual humanity 

and divinity of Jesus, the one they call Lord, and the promise of bodily resurrection and everlasting 

life for all 

• Ascension—40 days after Easter, Jesus, who had appeared on a number of occasions to his 

followers in his glorified form, offered a farewell to his followers, rose into the heavens and 

disappeared from their sight; the Gospels recount his giving his apostles and disciples a mandate 

to proclaim him and his Good News to all the nations and to baptize  

• Pentecost—50 days after Easter, the descent of the Holy Spirit on the apostles of Jesus and his 

mother Mary sparked a wave of preaching the Good News of Jesus’ death and resurrection; this 

event is regarded as the birth of the Church.  

As mentioned, among the varied Christian denominations and non-denominational groups, there is a wide 

variety of memorials and celebrations, not universally observed. Catholics have solemnities, feasts, and 

memorials which are celebrated at daily Masses and in the Liturgy of the Hours throughout the year.  A 

few memorials more commonly marked by Christians at large are mentioned here. 

• Sunday—as mentioned above, Christians, with the exception of Seventh Day Adventists and 

Jehovah’s Witnesses, observe Sunday as the Sabbath, a day of worship and rest 
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• Reformation Day—October 31, this marks the day in 1517 when Martin Luther posted his 95 

theses on the door of All Saints’ Church in Wittenberg, Germany, and consequently launched the 

Protestant Reformation 

• Trinity Sunday—observed in a number of Christian denominations in late spring, after Pentecost, 

celebrating the mystery of the Holy Trinity—one God, understood as one divine nature in three 

united but distinct persons (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) 

• Advent and Lent—while not universally celebrated by Christians, many prepare for Christmas for 

4 weeks prior to December 25 known as Advent;  Lent is a 40-day observance of prayer, fasting, 

and almsgiving in preparation for Easter and the mysteries celebrated on Holy Thursday and Good 

Friday. 

Facts of Special Interest to South Carolinians 

Several denominations have cathedrals in South Carolina: 

▪ Cathedral Church of St. Luke and St. Paul, Charleston, SC—for the Anglican Diocese of South 

Carolina 

▪ Cathedral of St. John the Baptist, Charleston, SC—for the Roman Catholic Diocese of Charleston, 

which encompasses the state 

▪ Grace Church Cathedral, Charleston, SC—for the Episcopal Diocese of South Carolina 

▪ Trinity Episcopal Cathedral, Columbia, SC—for the Episcopal Diocese of Upper South Carolina 

There are others which are considered “mother churches” for denominations as well: 

▪ Mother Emanuel, Charleston, SC—African Methodist Episcopal Church, revered for its long history 

and known most recently for the tragic events of June 17, 2015, when a young man killed 9 church 

members, including the pastor, at a Bible study in the hopes of provoking a race war 

▪ St. John’s Lutheran Church, Charleston, SC—considered the “mother church” of the Evangelical 

Lutheran Church in America 

Many Christian groups are congregationally governed.  A wide variety of Christian places of worship may 

be found across the state, with large and small congregations.  St. Gregory the Great in Bluffton and St. 

Mary Magdalene in Simpsonville are Catholic parishes with 14,000 to 15,000 members and multiple 

weekend services.  First Baptist in Simpsonville, SC has an average attendance of over 4,000.  A number of 

non-denominational “mega-churches” report weekly attendance of 1500 to over 3,000.  Among these are: 

The Rock, Conway; Palmetto Pointe Church of God in Myrtle Beach; Lowcountry Community Church in 

Bluffton; Beach Church in Myrtle Beach; TrueNorth Church in North Augusta; Brookwood Church in 

Simpsonville; Ekklesia Christian Church, Conway. 
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     Hinduism 

Overview 

The tradition and culture of Hinduism, an aggregate of many ancient traditions which at present has 800 

million adherents globally, developed and flourished in the Indus valley, part of current Pakistan.  The faith 

has been practiced for thousand of years, with historians suggesting that it may date back even earlier 

than 2300 B.C. (several centuries before the patriarch Abraham—of the Abrahamic religions—traveled to 

the land of Canaan).  Archaeological records show the deity Shiva depicted in many forms.  Students of 

the Hindu religion often refer to the Trimurite: the three gods Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva, who are often 

described as personifying cosmic forces as creator, preserver, and destroyer—the latter more in the sense 

of the one who transforms and renews.  However, there are numerous deities found in Hindu traditions. 

In fact, Hindus do not reject other gods whom people may worship. They believe that there can be 

numerous manifestations of God. 

Among the many deities, some better-known ones include males: Ganesha, depicted with an elephant 

head, and Hanuman, depicted as a monkey.  Female deities include Durga, having eighteen arms and riding 

a tiger, and Kali, a being of fierce force and spirit.    

The original name of the Hindu faith is Sanatan Dharma.  The Eternal Law of Hindus are the Vedas, the 

texts of which were passed on by oral tradition for over 10,000 years.  The Vedic period is considered the 

dawn of formal Hinduism, as the Vedas came to be written in Sanskrit.  Sanatan Dharma focuses on the 

“unity of mankind and harmony of religions.”  Hinduism has a mystic core which seeks freedom from 

worldly attachments in pursuit of union with God in order to obtain “moksha,” eternal bliss and release 

from the cycle of birth and death.  Gurus, spiritually enlightened figures, guide the Hindu seeker.  Hindus 

believe that karmas are the cause of what transpires in life, and Hindus are called to live a life of good 

deeds, in search of a better afterlife, through reincarnation.   

Krishna symbolizes the spirit of God, as the path to super-consciousness was summarized in a message 

from Lord Krishna to Arjuna in the battlefield of Kurkushetra, which is believed to occur in the very early 

days of Sanatan Dharma.  The story of the battle is told in the epic Mahabharata, and the message is a part 

of the Bhagavad Gita.  In it, Lord Krishna counsels that every person has a purpose, and that may include 

the call to battle.  Personal qualities of self-control, preparedness, awareness, performance of duty, and 

detachment from material goods, pleasures, or successes are praised and counseled. A key aspect of 

awareness is maya, the illusory nature of the world. 

The Vedas, the Bhagavad Gita, the Ramayan, and the Upanishads are among significant Hindu texts.  The 

Vedas are philosophic works which deal with hymns, music, dance, medicine, and description of steps to 

divinity: 1) karma yoga (action); 2) bhakti yoga (devotion); 3) jnana yoga (knowledge), and 4) raja yoga 
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(meditation).  The soul reaps fruit, good or bad, from experiences in this life or other lives and is born and 

reborn, even millions of times, until it attains perfection.  

The Ramayana is a mythological epic which is used to espouse the importance of performing one’s duty 

(dharma); it offers examples of model persons.   The Upanishads offer a narrative of 12 years of study with 

a spiritual master.     

A number of forces and states are associated with Hindu practice.  Hinduism does not claim an origin in 

divine revelation.  Om, or Aum, is a symbol of Supreme Reality, the creator God and the sound current.  

Chanting in temple in front of deities is an essential part of prayer.  Devotees offer flowers, incense, and 

aromatic oils to the gods—an expression of respect to the Divine, through deities who may express God 

in various forms.   Learning is important to Hindus.  The first of what today would be considered a university 

was established in 700 BCE with a curriculum which included 60 areas of study.   

Holy Days and Observances 

• Shiv Ratri or Mahashivratri—a celebration of Lord Shiva, typically celebrated in the US in February; 

this festival involves midnight and nightlong worship and honors the traditions of yoga 

• Holi—a spring-time festival dating back thousands of years, honoring the triumph of good over 

evil and also celebrating the love of Lord Krishna for Radha; sometimes described as a festival of 

colors, Holi uses red as a symbol of love and fertility, green as new growth, blue as a symbol of 

Krishna, yellow as the healing powers of turmeric, pink as joy and camaraderie 

• Navratri—observed twice a year, near the equinoxes, in March-April and September-October, this 

is a nine-day festival dedicated to the Goddess Durga, who represents feminine energy and 

protection against the forces of evil; some Hindus also celebrate Navratri two other times a year 

and include the goddesses Lakshmi and Saraswati in the observances 

• Dussehra, also known as Vijayadashami—celebrated between late September and late October 

(after the fall feast of Navratri), this festival focuses on the triumph of good over evil—sometimes 

marking the Ramayana story of the defeat of the demonic king Ravena or Rawan who is depicted 

with ten heads—which represent his vast knowledge, which was corrupted by his lust for (and 

kidnapping of) Sita; Ravena may be burnt in effigy during this celebration 

• Ram Navami—on the ninth day of the last month of the Hindu calendar (in March or April) the 

birthday of Lord Rama (considered an avatar of Vishnu), especially celebrated with classically 

costumed performances of the Ramayana, the epic dramatizing the life of Rama and the 

Mahabharata, the epic story of Krishna enlightening Arjuna amid battle 

• Ugadi—a spring festival which marks the beginning of the Hindu lunar calendar and honors the 

creation of the universe by Lord Brahma; a time of new beginnings, it is celebrated with special 

dishes, new clothing, temple rituals, and worshippers coming together to pray for prosperity, 

success, and well-being as the new year begins  

• Diwali—five-days marking the new moon of Kartika, celebrated in mid-October to mid-November, 

a festival of light which involves gift-giving, feasting, and worship; fireworks often light the night 

skies, while homes and workplaces are lit with small votives or oil lamps 
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Facts of Special Interest to South Carolinians 

The first known Hindu families came to South Carolina in the 1960s A.D.  Dr. and Mrs. Kailash Sinha 

organized the Hindu Temple and Cultural Center in Columbia in 1984 with residential quarters for two 

priests.  Another Vedic Center developed in Greenville in 1989. Followed by a Hindu Temple in the 

Spartanburg area.  There were three Hindu temples in the state by 1990, with installation of deities 

Mahavira in 1992 and of Lord Shiva in 2003 in Columbia.  The ritual of “pranapratishta” installs breath of 

life into the “murti” statue, making it a living deity, a “Vigraha.”  The evening service “Puja” includes “Aarti,” 

recitation.  Weddings and other services are performed at the temple for the Hindu community.  A new 

Hindu temple, Swami Narayan Mandir opened in 2014 in Columbia, and there are two Hindu temples in 

Orangeburg, where Dr. Kumkum Singh (of IPSC) and her husband play a major role.  Mrs. Arunima Sinha 

serves IPSC in an advisory capacity.  There is also a Hindu Temple and Cultural Center in Charleston.   

An Encyclopedia of Hinduism was released in India in 2012 and in the United States in 2013 at the 

University of South Carolina.  An 11-volume work, it was envisioned by Chidanand Saraswati of the Indian 

Heritage Foundation and Dr. Seshagiri Rao of the University of Virginia, among others.  The work was done 

in collaboration with many scholars.  

Islam    

Overview 

Islam is an Abrahamic religion which believes in the oneness of God and honors certain of the patriarchs 

and prophets of the Hebrew and Christian scriptures. Muslims, as adherents to Islam are called, honor the 

Torah, the Psalms, and the Gospels.  The prophet Muhammed is believed to have received revelations 

from God in the 7th century A.D. and to have been the final prophet of God.  His revelations have been 

recorded in the Quran (Koran), which young males are expected to memorize.  Muslims believe in angels 

and particularly cite Gabriel as the agent of Muhammed’s first revelation.  They also believe in an afterlife 

in which the righteous will be rewarded in paradise and the unrighteous separated from Allah and 

punished in hell. 

There are Five Pillars of Islam, core beliefs: 

▪ Sahada: God (Allah) is One and Muhammed is his prophet 

▪ Salah: One is called to pray five times a day, facing the Kaaba in Mecca 

▪ Zakat: Almsgiving, the call to offer a portion of one’s wealth to the poor and needy 

▪ Sawm: Fasting, observed dawn to dusk during the month of Ramadan 

▪ Hajj: Pilgrimage to Mecca at least once in a lifetime  
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Often called the Golden Age of Islam, the period from the mid-8th century through the mid-13th century 

A.D. saw an explosion of knowledge and accomplishments in mathematics, science (including astronomy 

and medicine) and philosophy. The philosophers known in the West as Averroes and Avicenna (Ibn Rushd 

and Ibn Sina), both of whom tapped Aristotle as well as Islamic traditions, were highly influential in 

Western Christian philosophy, scientific thought, and theology.   

It must be acknowledged that Muslims, the disciples and followers of Muhammed, endured 

misunderstanding and persecution.  In 622 A.D., Muhammed migrated from Mecca to Medina, and over 

a period of approximately three months his Meccan followers moved to Medina, a cultivated oasis 

occupied by both Arabs and Jews.  The journey from Mecca to Medina has been termed the Hijrah (or 

Hajara or Hegira), denoting a movement away from or a departure.   

There are various schools of thought or approaches among Muslims.  The majority of Muslims worldwide 

are Sunni, subscribing to the belief that Muhammed did not identify a successor and that the various 

caliphs succeeded him in rule.  The Shiites believe that Ali, the son-in-law of Muhammed, was the rightful 

successor to the Prophet and that his role was usurped.  Sunnis follow hadith, as do Shiites, but they differ 

in which are from the traditions and deeds of Muhammed.  Sunnis invite the consensus of the community 

in matters of faith and life, while Shiites follow the lead of imams, who have greater authority and can be 

regarded as infallible.      

Sufi Islam, which includes both Shiites and Sunnis, emphasizes mystical paths to direct knowledge of God 

and engages in contemplative practices of worship which include chanting, recitations, music, and 

movement.  (The so-called “whirling dervishes” are among those who use movement while in a trance-

like spiritual state.)  

Among particular practices which characterize Muslim life are: halal, dietary rules (but also guidance for 

financial practices); the prohibition of eating pork; in some cases, arranged marriages; women’s wearing 

of the hijab to cover hair and full-length dress (slacks under robes, long sleeves)—which may, according to 

local custom and rule, require burqa (burka), which conceals all of the face except the eyes.  Muslim men 

in the West may wear suits or other professional dress, but the wearing of kaftans or similar tunics or 

robes is common globally.   

While many imams and other Islamic leaders describe holy war (jihad) as an interior battle to overcome 

evil, interpretations which led to major conflicts and the will to conquer have beset centuries.  The 

Christian-led crusades of the later Middle Ages were waged to reclaim present Israel and Palestine from 

Muslim rule.  As is well known, the Mideast and other countries around the world continue to see conflicts 

between Jewish and Arabic peoples, between Christians and other non-Islamic people and Muslims, and 

waves of anti-Semitism and Islamophobia continue to affect civil society.   

Holy Days and Observances 

• Lailat al Miraj—Night of the Ascension, when Muhammed journeyed miraculously to Jerusalem 

and ascended into heaven (27th day of the month of Rajab, typically in January), a day of worship 

in the mosques 
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• Wiladat: Shehzadi Bibi Sayyedda Fatima Zehra—a January celebration of Mothers’ Day, based on 

the birthday of the prophet Muhammed’s daughter Fatima 

• Lailat al-Bara’ah—Night of Forgiveness, a time of prayer for mercy celebrated in the middle of the 

month Shabaan and two weeks before Ramadan  

• Ramadan—as late winter approaches (in the northern hemisphere), this is a month of day-long 

fasting from food and drink, prayer, and communal gathering in reverential remembrance of the 

revelation of the Quran to Muhammed 

• Laylat al-Qadr—Night of Destiny; celebrated at some point within the last ten nights of Ramadan, 

considered a time one can multiply spiritual rewards with supplication; it is particularly a memorial 

of the night when the first verses of the Quran were revealed by the angel Gabriel 

• Eid al-Fitr—festival of the breaking of the fast, celebrated as the month of Ramadan comes to a 

close 

• Hajj—in late spring, this pilgrimage to the Kaaba recalls the struggles of Abraham and Hagar and 

the wandering of Hagar and Ishmael; it is a holy place believed to be a place of worship 

constructed by Abraham and Ishmael and a representation of a temple in heaven that is 

surrounded by angels; Muslims pray facing East, toward Mecca and the Kaaba  

• Eid-al-Ghadir—marked by Shiite Muslims as the day when Muhammed appointed Ali ibn Abi Talib, 

his cousin, to be his successor 

• Waqf al Arafa (Arafat Day)—the day of Muhammad’s farewell address during his final pilgrimage 

and a day to review one’s life, fast, worship, give sadaqah (alms), typically focused on Mount 

Arafat, marked amidst the annual pilgrimage 

• Eid al Adha—marked in June, this is one of the two great Muslim festivals, the culmination of the 

Hajj  

• Ashura—marked by Sunnis as the day when the prophet Moses and the Israelites were saved from 

Pharaoh’s army by crossing the Red Sea; Shiites remember on this day the martyrdom of Hussein, 

the grandson of Muhammed; fasting, prayers, and acts of charity are performed  

• Arba’een—an August celebration of Shiite Muslims, 40 days after Ashura, the anniversary of the 

martyrdom of Husayn ibn Alik, grandson of Muhammed and the third Shia Imam; it is a feast of 

renewal of ideals and mourning 

• Mawlid al Nabi—the birth of the prophet is celebrated in the third month of the Islamic calendar, 

which generally falls in September; religious celebrations with poetry, prayer, sermons and 

communal gatherings mark this time 

 

Facts of Special Interest to South Carolinian 

A number of religious sites identify themselves by the name Islamic Center or Islamic Society.  These can 

be found in Clemson, Columbia, Conway, Fort Mill, Gastonia, Greer, Irmo, Myrtle Beach, Orangeburg, 

Spartanburg and Al Rasool Al Adham Center in St Andrews and Columbia, SC. 

Those using the name mosque include: Central Mosque of Charleston; Muhammed Mosque #38, 

Columbia; and Al Furqaan Mosque in Goose Creek.  Those using the synonym masjid (mosque) include: 
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Aiken Masjid, Aiken; Masjid Mu-Minum, Anderson; Masjid Al-Quran, Columbia; Masjid Ar Rahman, 

Columbia; Masjid As-Salaam, Columbia; Masjid Noor Ul-Huda, Columbia; Masjid Muhajirum Wal Ansar, 

Moncks Corner; Masjid Al-Jami Ar-Rasheed, North Charleston; Masjid Ihsan, Ridgeland; Masjid Al-Salaam, 

Rock Hill. 

 

Jainism              

Overview  

The Jain religion is viewed as one of the oldest in the world, with origins in India some 2500 years ago.  

The preacher Mahavira, the founder, lived in the 6th century B.C. in India.  According to tradition, he was 

given the title Vardhamana (“One who grows”) because of prosperity associated with the time of his birth.  

Jains practice non-violence (ahimsa), a reverence for all creatures, and seek purification in order to achieve 

liberation (moksha) from cycles of birth, death, and rebirth.  They believe in reincarnation and seek, 

through meditation and asceticism, to break free from repeated returns to earthly life.  They emphasize 

living peacefully and seek to break the hold of karma, cycles of cause and effect which continue into 

multiple lives until a person reaches moksha, the deepest freedom and serenity.    

Jains speak of Three Jewels: right belief, right knowledge, and right conduct.  Monks and nuns take five 

vows: non-violence (ahimsa), truthfulness (satya), non-stealing (asteya), chastity or celibacy 

(brahmacharya), and non-attachment (aparigraha).  Lay believers observe these in modified form, 

according to their life stations and circumstances.   

Holy Days and Observances 

• Mahavir Jayanti—March or April, this feast celebrates the birth of Lord Mahavira, founder of 

Jainism; teachings, processions with statues of Mahavira, and collections for charitable causes 

occur during this feast 

• Paryushana—observed in August, September, or October, a festival of forgiveness; fasting, 

purification, and rites of repentance (including requests for forgiveness from those whom one may 

have offended) occur during this time 

• Diwali—a festival of lights, observed in October or November by Hindus, joined by Jains, Sikhs, 

and some Buddhists; prayers honor the achievement of nirvana and moksha 

• Bestu Varas (New Year)—celebrated on the first day of the month following Diwali, with an 

emphasis on forgiveness, new beginnings, community, and celebrating the attainment of Kevala 

gyana (omniscience) by Mahaviri’s disciple Gautama Swami 
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• Gyan Panchami—between mid-October and mid-December, celebrated on the fifth day after 

Diwali, a day devoted to honoring the pursuit of knowledge and right understanding and the study 

of holy books; temple services include readings from sacred texts and may also include distribution 

of paper and pencils or pens, symbolic of learning 

• Kartika Purnima—in November or December, Hindus, Jains, and Sikhs observe this day, with Jains 

marking it as a time of pilgrimage to the Adinath temple in the Shatrunjay hills where Jains believe 

many have attained salvation  

• Paryushana or Pausha Dashmi, Maun Agiyaras, and Navapad Oli—these are days of fasting for 3 

days, 1 day (including silence), and 9 days semi-annually, observed on a variable calendar 

Facts of Special Interest to South Carolinians 

Jains in South Carolina may be found visiting Hindu temples around the state or in Augusta, Georgia, but 

they also gather as the Jain Group of Greenville or join for spiritual and cultural activities with the Jain 

Center of Greater Charlotte, which, as of 2011, has established a Jain Temple (Jinalay).   

 

 

        Jehovah’s Witnesses 

Overview  

Jehovah’s Witnesses profess faith in God as Creator, honor the Bible and believe that the books of the Old 

Testament and the New, without Apocrypha, are inspired by God.  They follow the teachings of Jesus Christ 

but do not regard him as equal to God; thus, they do not profess faith in God as Trinity.  Jesus is, however, 

understood to be King of the Kingdom of God which exists in Heaven.  They believe that relatively few 

human beings—144,000—will be raised to life in Heaven for all eternity but that those who obey God and 

live well will enjoy life in an earthly paradise.  Jehovah’s witnesses believe that all people will be raised 

from the dead at the end of time but that those who refuse God will not enjoy the blessings of the afterlife 

in Heaven or earthly paradise.  Charles Taze Russell of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, founded a Bible Student 

movement in the 19th century A.D.which developed into this religious tradition, now international. 

Biblical study, prayer, song, and preaching form their worship services.  Members of the faith also engage 

in works of service and live by a strict moral code, which includes political neutrality and good citizenship 

but refusal to engage in warfare; declining blood transfusions; and not engaging in ecumenical and 

interfaith associations.  The place of worship is called Kingdom Hall, and Jehovah’s Witnesses are active in 
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recruiting people to join their faith and receive their publications, most notably The Watchtower, which 

has been in circulation since July 1879.  

Holy Days and Observances 

Jehovah’s Witnesses regard most religious feasts and festivals as Pagan in origin, so they do not celebrate 

Christmas, Easter, saints’ or founders’ days, national holidays, or individual’s birthdays.  They do mark the 

following: 

• The Memorial of Jesus’ Death—celebrated in conjunction with the Jewish Passover, this is 

celebrated in memory of the Lord’s Evening Meal before his death; it is the one time during the 

year that communion is offered 

• Baptisms, Weddings, Funerals—adults are baptized by immersion, as a sign of repentance of sin 

and a commitment to do God’s will; weddings and funerals are celebrated with scripture readings 

and talks appropriate to the occasions and may be followed with a gathering 

• Twice-weekly Meetings—Jehovah’s Witnesses do not believe that they are obligated to observe 

the Jewish or Christian Sabbath; instead, their congregations determine two days per week to 

gather for prayer, preaching, and Bible study, often with discussions inspired by articles in the 

Watchtower 

Facts of Special Interest to South Carolinians 

Jehovah’s Witnesses list 75 Kingdom or Assembly Halls in South Carolina, some of them serving a bilingual 

(Spanish-English speaking) community.  A very large Assembly Hall, seating 3,000, is located in the South 

Carolina Midlands, in Orangeburg County, where it is visible on Interstate 26.  

 

Judaism   

Overview 

The patriarch Abraham , called by God from Ur of the Chaldees to the land of Canaan around 1800 B.C., is 

claimed as father in faith by Jews, Christians, and Muslims.  He understood God to have promised him that 

he would have descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky, and he himself fathered both Ishmael, 

son of the slave Hagar (who is honored in the Islamic traditions) and Isaac, son of Sarai/Sarah, who became 

the father of Jacob and Esau.  Jacob, who became known as “Israel” (one who struggled with an angel—

or with God) fathered sons who formed the twelve tribes of Israel.  Abraham is invoked as a model of 

obedience to divine command, going so far as exhibiting his willingness to offer his son Isaac as a sacrificial 

victim—an act which was stayed at the last moment by the intervention of an angel.   
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In the era of the patriarchs—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—it seems that the people who came to be known 

as Hebrews (after the semitic word “Habiru,” denoting wanderers) and Israel, believed that their God was 

the greatest God while there were other gods worshipped by other peoples.  Belief that their God, who 

identified himself to Moses (c. 1250 B.C.) as “I am Who am,” took hold among the people Israel as the 

conviction that their God was indeed the only God, the true God.     

Foundational to Jewish belief are the events which led to the Exodus (c. 1200 B.C.)—the journey out of 

Egypt, where Israelites had been held in slavery after migrating there to escape famine.  There they 

experienced God’s self-revelation as they spent 40 years wandering in the wilderness returning to the 

Promised Land.  During that time, God revealed to Moses what came to be known as the Ten 

Commandments (the Decalogue).  Moses, the leader and great lawgiver, is historically claimed as the 

author of the first five books of the Hebrew Bible: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy—

known as the Torah, the Law.   

These books of the early history of the people and the laws given to them affirmed the Abrahamic 

covenant, which called for the circumcision of Jewish males, and prescribed numerous observances of 

worship and ritual, customs for health and social order, and laws regarding crime and punishment.   

The era of Kings of Israel began with the prophetic selection of Saul, followed by his successor the great 

King David (legendary for slaying the Philistine giant Goliath), and David’s son Solomon, widely known for 

his wisdom.  The years from 1000 B.C. to the first centuries B.C. saw a great outpouring of prophetic activity 

and texts, compilation of historic books, and writings from the wisdom tradition which have formed the 

Hebrew Bible. The prophetic texts in particular call the people to obedience and renewal and to 

repentance for infidelity.  Obedience to God, observance of covenant regulations, and acts of mercy and 

care are repeatedly counseled   Well known among many people, because of the musical works they have 

inspired, are the 150 Psalms attributed, for the most part, to David.  These are expressions of praise, 

thanksgiving, lament, supplication, joy, and requests for mercy and vindication.      

The collected books of the Hebrew Bible are termed torah, ketuvim, nebiim—the Law, the Writings, the 

Prophets.  These are revelatory texts.  In addition, Jewish rabbis and scholars consult Mishnah, the  

collection of oral traditions assembled in the 3rd century A,D.; the Talmud, consisting of Mishnah and 

Gemara, a 5th century A.D. combination of law and legend; and Midrash, rabbinic commentary on Hebrew 

scriptures, the oldest of which dates back to the 2nd  century A.D. but which continues through the early 

13th century A.D.  

Holy Days and Observances 

• Tu B’shvat—celebrated in mid-January or February, based on the 15th day of Shevat on the Hebrew 

calendar, this is a kind of Arbor Day, a day of environmental awareness and tree planting, 

sometimes called “the new year of the trees” 

• Purim—this feast, which typically falls in late winter or early spring, recalls the victory of Esther, a 

queen to King Ahasuerus (also known as Xerxes) who saved the Jewish people from a plot against 

them 
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• Passover—perhaps the most famous of Jewish feasts, this springtime celebration features the 

Seder supper and recitations and prayers which recall the deliverance of the people Israel from 

slavery in Egypt; it is also a feast remembered by many Christians, as it coincides with what is 

called the Last Supper of Jesus 

• Yom HaShoah—Holocaust Remembrance Day; this memorial, usually occurring in April, is 

particularly important as a day to recall the extreme consequences of anti-Semitism, as occurred 

during the Nazi era in Germany in the mid-20th century A.D. 

• Shavuot—a late spring feast, this is a two-day holiday recalling the gift of the Torah to the Jewish 

people at Mount Sinai; recitations of the Ten Commandments, dinners by candlelight, and special 

dishes are part of the celebration 

• Rosh Hashanah—considered Jewish New Year, this feast, occurring in September, celebrates the 

creation of the universe; blowing the ram’s horn, eating blessed bread, and sweetened fruit 

express wishes for a blessed year 

• Yom Kippur—ten days after Rosh Hashanah, this is called the Day of Atonement; extended 

synagogue services, hours of fast and abstinence, and supplications for forgiveness mark this day, 

which is regarded the holiest of days, a day of purification  

• Sukkot—the Feast of Booths, this is a seven-day fall harvest festival; greenery and fruits of the 

earth are on display and thanksgiving is a theme 

• Shemini Atzeret-Simchat Torah—immediately after Sukkot, this two-day ceremonial marks the 

conclusion of annual reading of the Torah; scrolls are often taken from the ark in the synagogue 

and processed or danced seven times, concluding with a reading of the last part of the Book of 

Deuteronomy, the last book of the Torah  

• Chanukah (Hannukah)—this Festival of Lights occurs for eight days in late December, often 

continuing into early January; it is a remembrance of the victory of the Maccabees over Syrian rule 

and liberation of the temple in Jerusalem (recorded in two books considered Apocrypha or 

Deuterocanonical by Christians); the menorah is lit and displayed, special foods are prepared, and 

children are delighted with toys customarily given on these days  

Facts of Special Interest to South Carolinians 

Kahal Kadosh Beth Elohim synagogue (familiarly known as KKBE) is located at 90 Hasell Street, in the heart 

of Charleston, SC. The KKBE congregation was founded in 1749, and the present synagogue was 

constructed in 1840, in Greek Revival style.  KKBE is distinguished not only for its history as the Jewish 

synagogue in the longest continuous use in the United States but also because it is considered the 

birthplace of Reform Judaism in the US. 
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New Thought            
 

Overview 

New Thought as a movement is often ascribed to the influence of Phineas Parkhurst Quimby, a 19th century 

A.D. thinker who emphasized the power of mind, positive thinking, and healing.  In the United States, it 

has become identified with the Unity Church, which reverences Jesus’ teachings but focuses more on how 

divinity can be found in each person.  A founding person also acknowledged by the Unity Church is Dr. 

Ernest Holmes, a 19th century philosopher whose influence helped form Centers for Spiritual Living and 

various New Thought organizations. William James, the pragmatic philosopher who authored The Varieties 

of Religious Experience, spoke of the New Thought movement in connection with “mind cure.” The basic 

faith of New Thought adherents is sometimes described as “metaphysical Christianity,” and Unity ministers 

may be found speaking of the development of the Christ-self or the Christ within.  Among the themes of 

New Thought is the interconnection of all that is; thus, it is not surprising to find New Thought adherents 

involved in environmental and racial justice, peace-making, and civic efforts. 

 

The Unity approach to prayer credits 1880s leaders Myrtle and Charles Fillmore of Missouri with 

developing a methodology of prayer and meditation.   The Fillmores developed Unity Village, where 

positive thinking, inner healing, peace and prosperity were emphasized as spiritual effects of what they 

termed “practical Christianity.”    

 

Unity Worldwide Ministries and the Unity Spiritual Institute are considered the primary locations for 

ministerial education and preparation for ordination. Some of the high-profile training centers in New 

Thought studies are found in California, through Affiliated New Thought Network and Emerson Theological 

Institute, which offer courses in spirituality and religious studies.  Centers can also be found at other sites 

around the country, with bachelor’s, master’s, and doctorate of divinity degrees offered.    

 

Holy Days and Observances 

Unity churches often meet on Sunday for prayer, preaching, music, and celebrations of the arts.  There are 

no specified holy days, but Unity churches and New Thought organizations tend to celebrate certain 

Christian and Jewish holidays, observances focused on environmental and racial justice, and they also may 

adopt holy days and holidays celebrated in other traditions.   

 

Facts of Special Interest to South Carolinians 

Emerson Theological Institute at City of Light is a training school in New Thought spirituality located in 

Atlanta.  Online directories indicate that there are at least 11 Unity churches active in South Carolina, some 

of them affiliated with Unity and Divine Science, others with Centers for Spiritual Living, etc.    
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             Paganism 
 

Overview 

Contemporary Paganism is an umbrella term for a variety of loosely associated religious paths.  The word 

“Pagan” comes from the Latin paganus, meaning a person from a rural area.  For many contemporary 

Pagans, the word Pagan reflects a nature-oriented spirituality.   

Wicca is the largest contemporary Pagan tradition and contains many paths and lineages.  Other traditions 

include Asatru or Heathenry (Northern European Paganism), Druidry, feminist Goddess worship, non-

Wiccan forms of religious witchcraft, and reconstructionism (the attempt to recreate ancient religions such 

as those of Greece and Egypt).  Paganism can be part of an ethnic or national identity, as in Eastern Europe, 

where Baltic Pagans are reviving the religious elements of folk traditions.  Some practitioners of Afro-

Caribbean religions also identify as Pagan, though most do not. 

Not all Pagans belong to traditions.  Pagans can practice as solitaires (by themselves) or eclectics (drawing 

from many traditions).  North American Pagans tend to be innovative and creative while also studying 

ancient and indigenous religious traditions for inspiration. 

Pagan religious practice focuses on ritual.  Rituals may celebrate the seasons or the cycles of the moon; 

honor a deity or deities; or mark life transitions such as births, deaths, and weddings.  Rituals may also 

attempt to raise energy for healing or to otherwise improve the lives of Pagans or their loved ones.  Pagan 

rituals often employ drumming; dance; ceremonial fires; incense; physical representations of earth, air, 

fire, and water; and other sensory elements. 

Most Pagans value cultivating the self, one’s community, and the earth while avoiding harm to others.  

Celebration, community service, creativity, harmony, and love are often emphasized.  Pagans who look to 

ancient warrior traditions, such as Germanic and Celtic cultures, may stress honor, truth, courage, and 

fidelity.   

Pagan beliefs and practices are diverse, but there are still some recurring themes among individuals and 

traditions: 

▪ Pantheism, panentheism, or animism: Pagans experience the divine in the physical world.  

Pantheists see the world itself as divine (“All is God/dess”); panentheists see the divine as more 

than the world, and the world as immersed in the divine (“God/dess is in all things, and all things 
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are in God/dess”).  Animists see a spirit or soul in all things (or sometimes, all natural things) and 

may or may not acknowledge a unifying deity. 

▪ Polytheism: Pagans honor multiple gods and goddesses in their religious practice.  Some Pagans 

are soft polytheists and see the many gods as aspects of one God/dess, as aspects of a Goddess 

and a God, as Jungian archetypes, or as metaphors for natural forces.  Others are hard polytheists 

and understand the gods as individual beings, separate and unique in the same way that human 

beings are. 

▪ Reverence toward nature and the body.  Pagans often celebrate natural cycles and may be 

passionate environmentalists.  The body and sexuality are treated as a sacred part of nature. 

▪ Reference to pre-Christian myths and traditions and/or indigenous traditions: Pagans look to pre-

Christian religions or to religions that have resisted conversion to Christianity as a more authentic 

connection to the land, to themselves, or to the divine. 

▪ Trust in personal experience as a source of divine knowledge (sometimes called gnosis):  With 

some exceptions, Pagans give personal experiences more authority than texts or received 

tradition.  They emphasize intuition and knowledge felt in the body. 

▪ Ackowledgment of the principles of magick:  Many Pagans believe that ritual acts performed with 

intention can alter consciousness, and therefore reality.  Such rituals function similarly to prayer 

in other religions.  Pagans who practice magick (sometimes spelled with a k to differentiate it from 

stage magic) often refer to themselves as witches or magicians. 

▪ Pluralism: Pagans usually consider the traditions of other religions to be equally legitimate as their 

own.  They believe that no one spiritual path can be right for everyone because people have 

different spiritual needs.  Even with a Pagan group, members’ beliefs may vary widely. 

Pagans are forming nonprofits and educational institutions and participating in interfaith groups in 

increasing numbers in the hope that accurate information will enhance understanding and encourage 

dialogue and cooperative efforts.    

Holy Days and Observances 

The cycles of nature are especially important to Pagans.  Summer and winter solstices and fall and spring 

equinoxes are cause for celebration.  Full and new moons are noted by those who follow lunar calendars.   

Among some of the feasts or celebrations honored by Pagans are: 

• Ostara—honoring the vernal equinox in March and the balance of light and darkness 

• Beltaine—the beginning of summer, celebrating life and fertility, marked with playfulness and joy 

• Lughnasadh—the observance in early August of three harvest sabbaths, with ceremonies marking 

the first fruits 

• Mabon—the autumnal equinox, celebrated September 21 or 22, a time of thanksgiving and 

feasting, celebrating the fruits of labor and anticipating the darker days which are approaching 

which may be a welcome time of rest 

• Samhain—a night honoring the dead, particularly ancestors; a Celtic feast now associated with 

Halloween, celebrated with bonfires, costumes, jack-o-lanterns; the time of year when harvesting 
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has been completed and when the boundary between the spirit and the mortal realm is 

considered thinnest 

• Yule—the winter solstice, December 21, the shortest day of the year, celebrated with exchange of 

gifts, lighting of candles, and evergreen decorations 

Facts of Special Interest to South Carolinians 

Located in Columbia, South Carolina, Cherry Hill Seminary offers educational programs on Pagan and 

Nature-based traditions for spiritual leaders and scholars and anticipates growing influence as the world 

faces climate crisis and change.   

 

Sikh    

Overview 

Sikhism was founded in 1469 A.D. by Guru Nanak in Punjab, India, while the mainstream Sikh tradition 

invokes the memory of Guru Har Gobind Sahib Ji, from 1609 A.D..    The word “Sikh” means “learner” or 

“seeker of truth.”  While the Sikh religion retains a number of Hindu traditions, it is considered a 

monotheistic religion which views God as all-pervading and all-eternal.  Sikhs believe in the oneness of all 

created beings and the equality of all peoples.  Particular practices focus on equality, social justice, and 

selfless service to humanity.  Sikhs who are known as “Amritdhari” are strict vegetarians, avoiding eggs, 

fish, animal derivatives, and dairy products.  There are also non-vegetarian Sikhs who can eat “jhatka” 

meat slaughtered according to ritual laws. All Sikhs are prohibited from consuming alcoholic beverages 

and foods prepared using alcohol (including, for example, bitters or vanilla essence).  The Rehit Maryada 

is the Sikh code of conduct.  Traditional practice includes these guidelines for male dress: 

▪ Kesh: uncut hair, covered by a turban (while women customarily wear a scarf) 

▪ Kara: a steel bracelet 

▪ Kanga: a short wooden comb  

▪ Kacchera: undershorts 

▪ Kirpan: a sword-like weapon, originally required for the defense of the defenseless 

These are sometimes referred to as “the 5 K’s,” practiced by those initiated into the Khalsa, an order of 

initiates especially dedicated to Sikh principles and defense of the weak and vulnerable.  Favored symbols 

among Sikhs include the Ik Oankar (Ek Onkar), which denotes the oneness of God, and the Khanda, a two-
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edged sword which represents divine authority and balance between spiritual and materials realms (both 

symbols shown with the title at the beginning of this article).    

The Sikh religion has no priests, as there is a sense that all people are capable of connecting with the 

Creator.  However, gurus are regarded as persons of great wisdom and spiritual clarity.  Morning prayer is 

particularly important, and throughout the day Sikh’s practice Nam Japna, the remembrance of God with 

each breath.  Guidelines to spiritual and ethical living are found in sacred texts: Adi Granth, sacred writings, 

poems and hymns by Sikh gurus; Akal Ustat, a devotional text in praise of the Timeless One; and Jap (or 

Japji Sahib, a morning prayer uttered by Guru Angad and found in the writings of Guru Nanak.   

Sikhs refer to each of their gathering places as Gurdwara, the seat or residence of a guru; a gurdwara is a 

community center.  Places which Sikhs typically revere include: 

▪ The Golden Temple, also known as Harmandir Sahib, a gurdwara in Amritsar, Punjab, a spiritual 

center and holy place for Sikhs and a place dedicated to the fellowship of humanity  

▪ Nankana Sahib, birthplace of Guru Nanak 

▪ Takht Sri Damdama Sahib, a place of authority where Guru Gobind Singh completed the first full 

edition of the Sri Guru Granth Sahib, the Sikh scriptures, in the early 18th century A.D.  

▪ Gurdwara Hemkund Sahib, a pilgrimage site where Guru Gobind Singh is believed to have 

meditated for years 

▪ Akal Takht Sahib, in Amritsar, Punjab, since the early 17th century A.D. the prime location where 

the administration of justice and civic decisions for Sikhs are deliberated and determined   

Sikhs often display a flag of orange (saffron) or blue, representing freedom, both earthly and spiritual, and 

typically displaying the khanda.     

 

Holy Days and Observances 

• Hola Mohall—a three-day festival particularly celebrated in mid-March in Punjab, this celebration 

features mock fights, military exercises, displays of martial arts, sword fighting, archery, along with 

poetry, music, and dance 

• Vaisakhi (Baisakhi)—is particularly noted in Northern India with prayers, processions, dance, ritual 

baths, scriptural recitations, and martial arts; this is a time of thanksgiving for spring harvest—

celebrated also by Hindu peoples; considered the most important Sikh feast 

• Bandi Chhor Divas—celebrates the release in October 1619 of the Guru Har Gobind Ji, along with 

52 princes, after their captivity at Gwalior Fort—a day of liberation   

• Guru Nanak Gurpurab—is the observance of the November birthday of Guru Nanak, the founder 

of the Sikh religion; rituals and chanting mark the holy day 

• Martyrdom of Guru Tegh Bahadur—the ninth guru and a poet who composed 115 hymns, is 

remembered on November 24, the anniversary of his martyrdom in 1675 by the Mughal Emperor 

Aurangzeb after the guru refused to convert to Islam  
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Facts of Special Interest to South Carolinians 

The father of former South Carolina Governor and U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations, Nikki Haley, 

was a beloved Sikh leader, Ajit Singh Randhawa.  He and her mother, Raj Kaur Randhawa immigrated from 

India after a sojourn in Canada while her father was earning a Ph.D. Nikki was born and raised in Bamberg, 

SC.  Her father served on the faculty at the historically Black Vorhees College in Denmark, SC.  Her mother 

had studied law in India and in the US received a master’s in education, taught social studies in Bamberg 

Public Schools, and then owned her own business, Exotica International, Inc., which started as a boutique 

and became a fashion establishment. 

 

       Unitarian Universalist 

Overview 

Unitarianism has its roots in the 16th century A.D. in Europe, largely among Slavic peoples, who came to 

believe that the oneness of God must be maintained and that Jesus Christ was an inspired human teacher 

who can be regarded as humanity’s “savior” but not a divine person sharing equality with God.  

Unitarianism experienced particularly strong growth in New England—especially as an alternative to the 

Congregational churches there.  William Ellery Channing (1780-1842), who was originally a 

Congregationalist, enunciated the tenets of Unitarian beliefs and exerted considerable influence on the 

development and spread of the church.  Ralph Waldo Emerson, the celebrated American essayist and poet, 

was born to a Unitarian minister in Boston and was himself ordained to the ministry in 1829.  Unitarianism 

became the standard theological approach at Harvard: monotheistic, with a “Christology” focusing on the 

moral teachings and the spiritual life of Jesus of Nazareth.  By the late 19th century Unitarianism in the 

United States and elsewhere became more a philosophical denomination than one which was committed 

to monotheism.   

Universalism has roots in the Enlightenment era, with Hosea Ballou a proponent in America.  Universalists 

initially argued the universal salvation or purification (or self-realization) of souls who would realize union 

with God.  Their emphasis on reason, rather than atonement theology (referring to the sacrificial death of 

Jesus Christ) or predestination of souls, led to a wide diversity of beliefs among members and the search 

for commonalities among people of many faith traditions.  

The year 1960 saw a coalition of Unitarians and Universalists in the U.S. which became a formal merger in 

1961. Member churches of the Unitarian Universalist Association are self-governing, and each church can 

select its form of worship or meeting.  A respect for the dignity of every human being, a lifelong search for 

truth, and the pursuit of ethical living are hallmarks of the Unitarian Universalist approach, without a 
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formulation of a specific creed or doctrines.  Characteristic affirmations and statements of principles by 

Unitarian Universalists, emphasize justice, compassion, freedom of conscience, mutual respect, peace-

seeking, community, and reverence for all beings.  In the United States, the Unitarian Universalist 

Association traditionally holds a General Assembly and elects a president who is a minister, along with a 

lay moderator, and a board of trustees.  

Unitarian Universalists may consult the Bible, the Koran, Hindu scriptures, Buddhist koans, the Tao Te 

Ching, and other writings as sacred texts and use them as source of prayer and teaching.   

Holy Days and Observances 

Congregations determine feasts and holidays which they will celebrate.  These are typically chosen from 

Jewish, Christian, Pagan, and indigenous traditions and holidays such as Martin Luther King, Jr., Day; Earth 

Day; Labor Day; Thanksgiving.   

Facts of Special Interest to South Carolinians 

The Unitarian Universalist Church on Archdale Street in Charleston began in 1774 as a Unitarian Church.  

It has the distinction of being the oldest church of the Unitarian tradition in the South—and is regarded as 

an offshoot of the historic Circular Congregational Church.  The church has survived the American 

Revolution (which postponed its early use), the Civil War, the Earthquake of 1886, and numerous 

hurricanes.  The classic stained-glass windows date from the 19th century. 


