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The Abrahamic religions believe in one God and originate 
with Abraham. Christians and Muslims believe that Jesus 

and Muhammad were both descended from Abraham. 
The Book of Genesis in the Hebrew Bible describes a 

covenant between Abraham and God, and the Koran has 
similar stories about him and his children. He is seen as 
the forefather of many tribes and a descendant of Noah. 

The word Islam means “submission 
to the will of God.” Followers are 
called Muslims and believe in one 

God, who sent a number of prophets 
to teach humanity how to live 
according to His will. Muslims 

recognize Jesus, Moses and 
Abraham as prophets of God and 

believe that Muhammad is the final 
prophet. Their holy book is the 

Koran. 

Catholics believe in the institution 
of the papacy, an uninterrupted line 

of successors to Saint Peter (the 
first head of Jesus’ church), and that 

the Pope can make infallible 
statements on doctrine. 

These faiths share certain common 
rituals such as cremation of the 

dead and marital rituals. They see 
Rama as a heroic figure. Hinduism 
considers him God incarnate in a 
king, Buddhism sees him as an 

enlightened being and Jainism sees 
him as the perfect human being. 

An assemblage of beliefs and 
traditions, Hinduism has no 

particular founder. It is often called 
the oldest living religion. Its texts 

are sometimes divided into Sruti or 
“revealed” and Smriti or “remem-
bered” texts, including scriptures 
such as the Upanishads and the 

Bhagavad Gita.

Vaishnavites consider Lord 
Vishnu as the supreme deity 

who appears in the world in 10 
different incarnations. Their 

beliefs are largely based on the 
Upanishads. 

Christians believe that Jesus Christ was the 
Messiah promised in the Old Testament, the 

Hebrew Bible. Jesus is the Son of God, sent to 
Earth by God to save humanity from its sins by 
giving his life on the cross. Christians believe in 

one God, but with three elements – God the Father, 
God the Son and the Holy Spirit. Their holy book is 

the Bible, both the Old and New Testaments. 

Sunnis believe that after Muham-
mad died, his successor should be 

elected, and recognize the first 
Caliph Abu Bakr. 

Shiites follow a line of 
Imams appointed by 
Muhammad, starting 

with his son-in-law and 
cousin Ali.

Founded by Moses, Judaiism teaches there is one God who has established a 
covenant with his followers. Judaiism’s main scripture is the Torah.

The Orthodox church split from 
the Catholic church in the 11th 

century over theological and 
political issues, but adherents 

believe in a similar doctrine.

Protestantism devolved 
from a 16th-century 

movement in protest at 
Catholic theology.

Founded by 
Baha’u’llah in Iran in 
the 19th century, an 
independent world 
religion whose main 
teaching is the unity 
of all races and 
religions under one 
God. 

Buddhism is based on  
teachings of Siddhartha 

Gautama, who lived in the 
Indian subcontinent 

between
the 6th and 4th
centuries B.C.

The oldest surviving 
branch of Buddhism, also 
originating in India, which 
means “the teaching of 
the elders” or “the 
ancient teaching”. 

Sikhism originated in the 15th 
century in Punjab, between India 
and Pakistan, and teaches belief 
in equality, universal brother-
hood and one supreme God. 

The oldest sect of 
Hinduism considers 
the deity Shiva as 

the supreme
being. 

A branch of Buddhism 
that originated in India 
and whose name stands 
for walking the path of 
seeking enlightenment. 

These are religions originally 
practised by indigenous 

peoples around the world. 
Estimated amounts by 

continent are hard to find 
for most of the world.

Iranian religions 830,000: 
Religions that have originated in 
Greater Iran, the region including 
mainly Afghanistan, Turkmenistan, 
Tajikistan and parts of Iraq, 
Pakistan, Armenia and Uzbekistan. 

The beliefs and practices of the 
Yoruba people of southwestern 
Nigeria and neighbouring parts 

of Benin and Togo. 

New religious movements 
5,130,000: Religious or 

philosophical communities of 
modern origin, either entirely 

new or offshoots of existing 
denominations. 

These religions or philoso-
phies focus on the concept of 
Tao or Dao, a Chinese word 
that translates to “the path” 
or “the way.” Emphasis is on 
acting in harmony with Tao, 
which is done by behaving 

morally or ethically. 

Secular: The belief that government
institutions should be separate or free from 

the influence or intervention of religious 
institutions and authorities. 

Irreligious: Includes people who do not have
any religious belief or feel indifference or 

hostility towards it. 

Agnostic: They believe that it is impossible to 
know the truth of religious and metaphysical 

claims, particularly those of the existence
of a deity. 

Atheists essentially 
reject belief in any 

kind of deity.
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WORLD OF RELIGION
There’s no escaping religion. It has enormous societal, cultural, political and historical implications. It’s been blamed for wars and praised for bringing people together. But it is 

practised in some form across the world by billions of people every day. Even the atheists have to get in on the act. Washington is expecting tens of thousands of people to descend on 
the National Mall Saturday for what is being billed as the largest gathering of atheists in history (the “non-believing constituency” is upset at being marginalized). So what are the 

world’s major believing and non-believing constituencies? Below are estimates of the world religions based on the best data available.
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