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HE PATAI

Religion is powerful. Not only does it shape the way in which
many people interact with each other and the world but,
whatever the religion, it can guide life and explain death,
providing believers with a rich and precious framework for
existence, and answers to some of those difficult questions
about life and death that non-believers may struggle with for
their entire life. A lot of things, good and bad, are done in the

name of God – or Yahweh, Allah, Rama, Shiva, or any one of
a dozen others. As deeply personal as religious belief is, there
are some common roots to all religions that are perhaps more
a reflection of the common humanity of the believers, than of
the god which they revere. Let’s take a closer look at the
diversity of religion around the world and see if we can find
out more about this important global issue.
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DEFINITIONS

NGA
WHAKAMARAMATANGA

Sources Ngä Rauemi: 80:20 Development in an Unequal World (2002); Introduction to the Principle of Separation of Church and State; Religious Persecution in Eritrea, http://web.amnesty.org/wire/March2006/Erit-

rea.

Everyone has the right to freedom of religion, but what is
religion exactly? According to the Concise Oxford Dictionary,
religion is, “the belief in and worship of a superhuman
controlling power, especially a controlling God or gods; a
particular system of faith and worship.” For thousand of years,
people have been persecuted – and sometimes killed – for
their choice in religion. For example, according to Amnesty

International, in Eritrea over the past three years more than
1,750 Evangelical Church members, and dozens of members
of a new Muslim group, have been imprisoned simply for
practising their religion. People all around the world continue
to be persecuted for their religion, many being forced to
become refugees – and some starting new lives in Aotearoa
New Zealand.

Keeping the Faith Te Whakapono

If the world contained 1000 people, it would include 329
Christians (among them 187 Catholics, 84 Protestants, and
31 Orthodox); 178 Muslims, 167 “non religious” people, 60
Buddhists, 45 Atheists, 32 Hindus, 3 Jews, and 86 Other religions.

One of the interesting things about
all the different religions in the
world, is the fact that so many of
them share similar beliefs and
practices. For example, Judaism,
Buddhism, Wicca, Islam,
Christianity, Baha’i, and others, all
agree that we should treat other
people as we would like ourselves
to be treated. Most religions also
place an emphasis on charity, love,
and peace; and agree that humans
have souls that continue on a journey after the body has died.
In addition, Mary (Mother of Jesus) is important to followers
of both Christianity and Islam, and Adam is considered a
prophet by the Baha’i, Islamic, Christian, and Jewish faiths.
In fact, once you start comparing religions it soon starts to
appear that there are more similarities than differences!

IN A SMALL WORLD TE AO ITI

Catholic

Muslim

Non-religious

Other

Protestant

Buddhist

Atheist

Hindu

Orthodox

Jew

The Mother of God icon Zna’menie

(The Sign), C18th icon from the

Orthodox Church museum in Kuopio,

Finland.

KEY WORDS NGÄ KUPU MATUA
Apartheid Social and political policy of racial segregation and discrimination enforced by white minority governments in South Africa

from 1948 to 1994.

Persecution A standard of living (or wage) that provides only the bare necessities of life.

“Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to change her or his religion
or belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest her or his religion or
belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance.” Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 18.

CHANGEMAKERS INFLUENCED BY RELIGION TE AWE O TE ATUA
Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948): Mahatma Gandhi was born into a Hindu family, in a Jain community,
in India. As a result, Gandhi grew up believing in non-injury to living beings, and mutual tolerance
between people from different religious and philosophical backgrounds. This led to Gandhi’s adoption
of satyagraha (non-violent protest) – even in the face of violence and oppression – in combating apartheid

in South Africa, and in fighting for (and achieving) Indian independence from the British.
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Proportion of religions in the world



many people from other religions also take part. During Diwali,
people light small oil lamps or candles and place them all around
the house and garden, homes are cleaned, and windows are
opened to welcome Laksmi, the goddess of wealth. Gifts are
exchanged and special meals are prepared.

4. DIA DE LOS MUERTOS

Día de los Muertos (The Day of the Dead) has been celebrated
in Mexico for more than 3,000 years as a way of remembering

the dead. The idea is to remember the dead in a
happy, rather than sad, way. In rural Mexico,

people visit the cemetery, have a picnic,
and decorate the graves of their loved

ones with flowers and candles.
People bring toys for deceased

children and bottles of tequila
for deceased adults.

5. HANNUKAH

Hanukkah (the Festival of
Lights or Festival of
Dedication), is an eight day
Jewish holiday that starts on
the 25th day of Kislev (the

ninth month in the Hebrew
calendar), and commemorates

the rededication of the Temple in
Jerusalem after its desecration by

foreign forces. The festival is observed
in Jewish homes by lighting a new candle

on each of the festival’s eight nights.
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Global Impact Ngä Take O Te Ao

1. MATARIKI

One of the most significant celebrations in the Mäori calendar
is Matariki – the indigenous New Year. Traditionally, Matariki
was the time to plant trees, prepare the land for planting crops
and renew associations with whänau, family and friends.
Matariki is also a good time to reflect on your place in the world,
to reawaken old skills or try out new ones and set new goals.

2. RAMADAN

Ramadan is the ninth month in the Islamic
calendar. During Ramadan observant
Muslims around the world fast (avoid
eating food between sunrise and
sunset), and put more effort into
following the teachings of
Islam. Muslims fast during
Ramadan to discipline their
body and mind, concentrate
on prayer and worship, and
reflect on life. Many Muslims
take the opportunity to
make resolutions for the
coming year during this time.

3. DIWALI

Diwali (the Festival of Lights) is
celebrated by Indian
communities around the world, and
signifies the renewal of life, the
approach of winter and the beginning of
the sowing season. Although it is a Hindu festival,

USA Preident George W Bush

Osama Bin Laden

“God told me to strike at
Al Qaeda and I struck them,
and then He instructed me
to strike at Saddam, which
I did.”
George W Bush.

“Here is America struck
by God Almighty in one of
its vital organs, so that
its greatest buildings are
destroyed.”
Osama Bin Laden (after the 11

September 2001 attacks on the USA).
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Despite most religions promoting love, peace, and charity, people have

done some very cruel, violent, and war-like things in the name of their

God. Of course, people from all religions have done some incredibly

compassionate, good things as well (as you can see from the case

studies of Malcolm X, Joan of Arc, and Mahatma Gandhi in this

magazine). As Anglican Archbishop Desmond Tutu says, “Religion

is like a knife. When you use a knife for cutting up bread to prepare

sandwiches, a knife is good. If you use the same knife to stick into

somebody’s guts, a knife is bad. Religion in and of itself is not good

or bad.” As these quotes show, two of the key players in the war on

terror believe that God is on their side.

Priest and peace activist Oliver McTernan has this to say about religion

and violence in general, “Until each faith group is prepared to promote

actively a respect for the gift of life above all other beliefs, dogmas

and interests, religion will always have the potential to be an exclusive,

divisive and destructive force in the world.”

RELIGION IS LIKE A KNIFE ... KA PËRA TE HÄHI KI TE MÄRIPI...
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AROUND THE WORLD

HURI RAUNA I TE AO

ON A MISSION NGA MIHINARE

SWAPPING TO SECULAR?
ME WHAKAKÖRURE TE AO?

Malcolm X (1925-1965): Malcolm Little
belonged to the religious organization
the Nation of Islam. The Nation of Islam
(NOI) believed that white society actively
worked to keep African-Americans from
empowering themselves and achieving
political, economic and social success.
Upon joining NOI Malcolm took the
surname X to signify his rejection of his

slave name (Little) and to symbolize his lost tribal name. Malcolm
X later become disillusioned with NOI and converted to Islam,
a religion that he believed provided hope for the future of all
races. Through Islam, Malcolm X said he met “blonde-haired,
blued-eyed men I could call my brothers”. He ultimately became
a world renowned human rights activist; but was assassinated
in 1965 for his beliefs and increasing influence.

Sources Ngä Rauemi: http://nzphoto.tripod.com/hdr/tiktiki01.htm ; Jessica Williams, 50 Facts That Should Change the World, Icon Books Ltd, UK, 2004; Joni Seager, The Atlas of Women in the World,  Earthscan,
UK, 2005. Adbusters, #65, May/June 2006. John Bowker, Oxford Concise Dictionary of World Religions, Oxford University Press, UK, 2005. http://www.w3ar.com/index.php?n=7; Arlene Getz, Religion is Morally

Neutral: Desmond Tutu discusses the tsunami tragedy, God, Iraq and the re-election of George W Bush, 30/12/04, http://nuclearfree.lynx.co.nz/tutu.htm; Vanessa Baird, In The Name of God, New Internationalist,
Aug 2004;  www.matariki.net.nz; www.azcentral.com/ent/dead/history/; www.cmgworldwide.com/historic/malcolm/about/bio.htm

CHANGEMAKERS INFLUENCED BY
RELIGION TE AWE O TE ATUA

Malcolm. Photograph by

Marion S. Trikosko, 1964.

In countries where there is great social inequality and poor
state provision, religious organizations sometimes provide
support where the state fails to do so. For thousands of people
around the world, it is faith-based organizations that provide
the medical and education services, and often the food, that
they can’t get anywhere else. This has led to a lot of admiration
for organizations such as these but also some concern –
in particular about the way in which some faith-based charity
organizations depict the people in developing countries that
they work with. Although pictures of starving people can be
effective in persuading people to donate money to charity,
pictures like these can lead to stereotypes about people and
countries that are not easily shaken.

In Europe, church attendances are low, and there is a strong
move towards secularization. Some people, such as author
Martin Amis, even suggest that belief in religion is evidence
of a lack of psychological development. Church representatives
worry that consumerism is replacing religious faith. In the
world of instant gratification, who has time for prayer and
meditation when the feel-good effects of a good retail therapy
session can be felt almost immediately? One advertising agency
announced ‘brands are the new religion’. An alcoholic drink
carries the tagline ‘Believe’. A fast-food retailer pushes
its product as ‘soul-food’. And for some people, wearing a
crucifix has become not so much a matter of faith as a matter
of fashion.

We hear the word ‘fundamentalist’ quite a lot these days.
But what is fundamentalism? Fundamentalists, in general, are
people who return to what they believe to be the fundamental
truths and practices of a religion – and some people point out
that all believers should be considered ‘fundamentalist’ if they
are committed to the basic beliefs of their faith. The problem
is that a return to religious fundamentals sometimes equates
with inflexible, or unbending attitudes to behaviour and so is
contested everywhere it occurs, partly because it often places
restrictions on people’s basic human rights. Restrictions placed
on women are often not only the result of religious
fundamentalism but are also a sign of wider human rights
abuses and political repression. So what kinds of restrictions
are we talking about? In Yemen, by law a wife can not leave the
home without the husband’s consent. In Saudi Arabia, women
are not allowed to ride bicycles or drive cars. Amish women are
not permitted to wear patterned clothing or jewelry. And in
Venezuela an adult man guilty of raping an adult woman can
avoid punishment if, before sentencing, he marries her.

RELIGIOUS FUNDAMENTALISM AND
WOMEN NGÄ HÄHI ME NGÄ WÄHINE
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KEY WORDS NGÄ KUPU MATUA
Consumerism The preoccupation of society with owning more things.

Crucifix A cross (with or without the figure of Jesus Christ on it).

Dogma A principle or set of principles laid down by an authority as unquestionably true.

Indigenous Originating or occurring naturally in a particular place.

Repression Prevention of personal freedom.

Secular Not religious, sacred, or spiritual.

Stereotype A characteristic or trait that is attributed to an entire group of people.



For a lot of young Mäori today,
religion, spirituality and culture are
three important areas in their lives,
which define partly who they are,
and where they also draw strength
and support from. Young Mäori are
practicing members of a diverse
range of religions and churches

throughout Aotearoa New Zealand.
Young Mäori draw spiritual beliefs and practices from church,
other cultures and the Mäori culture.  My personal experience
began by being born to a Catholic mother and Anglican father.
 My mother was a strong influence and myself and my seven
siblings were baptised, received first holy communion and
were confirmed within the Catholic church.  We attended
Catholic schools and church services regularly until we were
allowed to make our own choice. My beliefs against the
practices of abortion, euthanasia, suicide and the death penalty
have been borne from my Catholic up-bringing and teachings
concerning the preservation of life and the strong belief that
only God has the right to take a life. I am of Te Arawa, Ngai
Tuhoe and Ngäti Kahungunu tribal descent. I’ve always been
a part of local marae celebrations and events including

tangihanga, weddings, and various hui. My beliefs in reciprocity,
selflessness, community and unconditional generosity are
from being part of marae protocol and practices. I also have
a strong belief in the spiritual presence of my ancestors and
the existence of spiritual guardians in our environment. I have
an interest in other spiritual practices that align healthy physical
well-being with spirituality such as meditation and yoga. My
beliefs in affirmations, manifestation, visualisation and
interconnectedness are from learning about and feeling the
benefits of these alternative practices. Conflicts and alliances
have occured for me in maintaining my beliefs. As a student
at a Catholic college, a class mate exclaimed Mäori were unable
to enter heaven if they believed in the existence of spiritual
guardians. When a friend took their own life, my staunch
Catholic mother and a crystal healer friend, both recommended
similar practices to gain a sense of peace for myself.   I’m sure
this isn’t the end of my journey in exploring religion, spirituality
and culture, but I do know that whatever I discover, there will
be an element of the respect for life, others and holistic well-
being.  It is important for young Mäori today to recognise they
have an identity and source of strength and support in  a range
of diverse belief systems.
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BELIEF

Even before religion developed, the world
had many spiritual traditions. For
example Druids in Celtic countries,
Shamans in many countries including
Native America and Siberia, Shinto in
Japan, Witchcraft, Wicca, and many
others – most of which are still practiced
today. Common themes include kinship
with nature and the belief that the
material and physical world contain the
spiritual and are not separate from it.

Indigenous beliefs are sometimes
described as pagan. Pagans venerate

Nature and worship many deities, both
goddesses and gods. Some festivals or
traditions that we might think of as
Christian, also have pagan roots. For
example Easter, commonly seen as the
Christian celebration of the resurrection

of Jesus Christ shares its origin with
pagan celebrations of death and renewal
during the Spring, or vernal, Equinox.

TE WHAKAPONO

KO WAI KOE? A MÄORI PERSPECTIVE ON RELIGION, CULTURE AND SPIRITUALITY
Nä Hiria McRae

INDIGENOUS BELIEFS NGÄ WHAKAPONO O NGÄ TÄNGATA WHENUA

Sources Ngä Rauemi: S. Jones (Ed.), Simply Living: The Spirit of the Indigenous People, New World Library, USA, 1999;  God, the Unauthorized Biography, The New Internationalist, August 2004.

Hiria McRae

KEY WORDS NGÄ KUPU MATUA
Deity A God or Goddess.

Resurrection The act of rising from the dead or returning to life.

Venerate To regard with feelings of respect and reverence; or to be in awe of something.

Indigenous Spirituality Te Whakapono o
Ngä Tängata Whenua

Pysanky Easter eggs from the Ukraine.
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What do you think? He Aha Öu Whakaaro?

QUESTIONS

PATAI

Matthew (Year 13), from Hamilton’s Fraser High School in
Hamilton, and Ruth (age 13) from Queen Margaret College in
Wellington had this to say:

How important is it to have religion in your life?

Matthew: It is important – because people need something to
believe in so they can cope with bad things that happen in their
life, and to guide them.
Ruth: I don’t belong to any religious sect or church but I believe
it’s important to have ideas about what you believe is right or
wrong and also to have philosophical ideas, as I believe it adds
enrichment to life and can make you feel a lot more content.

What do you think is the difference between religion and

spirituality?

Matthew: Religion has guidelines, what you should or shouldn’t
do. Spirituality is different because it’s what you believe in, not
what other people say you should believe in.
Ruth: Religion is often a lot more structured and the people
who follow it have to follow a lot of rules, which can be good
because they feel like they belong to a group. Spirituality may
be a lot more individualized and so allow people to be more
content with what they believe. I think many people find their
spirituality through their religion.

Do you think people should learn about all the different kinds

of religion while they’re at school?

Matthew: Yes I do. You can’t judge people for what they believe
in – when you don’t know anything about what they actually
believe.
Ruth: I think they should because a lot of people come from a
home which has very clear ideas – they might follow the Koran,
or the Bible. But general knowledge about other religions allows
us to interact with and understand other people. For example,
Christians who might have ideas about Jesus being immortal
might hear ideas about Jesus being a prophet and that might
sit better with them. Learning about other religions gives you
a greater understanding of other people’s values.

What role do you think religion plays in politics?

Matthew: It doesn’t really play a part in New Zealand politics,
but definitely in other countries.
Ruth: I think politicians sometimes use a religious stance on
things to prove their point, which I personally think is immoral.
Politicians can have their own religious beliefs but these
shouldn’t be tainted by trying to satisfy other people’s religious
beliefs – politics should remain as practical as possible. Mixing
politics with religion can be abusive to people’s spiritual feelings.

What do you think the world would be like without religion?

Matthew: Peaceful – wars start because of religion.
Ruth: I think it could reduce the amount of unreasonable wars
because you can’t claim to have a holy war without the structure
of religion. So, although structured religion can be beneficial
to people, it can also turn people into mobs.

Joan of Arc (1412-1431): When Joan of Arc (Jeanne d’Arc) was 13
she started hearing voices which she attributed to a variety of
Christian saints. On the advice of these saints, Joan of Arc went
to Reims, convinced the Archbishop and the Dauphin of her
God-given mission, led the Dauphin’s army on a siege of Orleans,
and liberated France from British rule – taking only nine days
to do so. Joan was captured by the British who convicted her

of heresy and burnt her at the stake. 25 years
later her conviction was overturned and
in 1920 the Church of Rome declared Joan
a saint.

CHANGEMAKERS INFLUENCED BY RELIGION TE AWE O TE ATUA

KEY WORDS NGÄ KUPU MATUA
Dauphin Term used between 1349 and 1830 to refer to the eldest son of the King of France.

Heresy An opinion different to established religious beliefs, especially denial of Roman Catholic dogma by a believer or baptized
church member.

Matthew, Fraser High School,

Hamilton.

Ruth, Queen Margaret College,

Wellington.

Right: Joan of Arc, painted between 1450 and 1500, Centre Historique des

Archives Nationales, Paris, AE II 2490.
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Taking Positive Action Te Mahi Pai

PAGE 08

WEBSITES TE IPURANGI

WHAT CAN I DO? ME AHA AHAU?

Visit our website:
www.globaled.org.nz/schools/global.html

© Global Education Centre 2006

Change for a just world

Buddha Net
The Buddhist information and education network. Includes 
activities and resources for schools.

Dream Time
Explores indigenous Australia through storytelling, cultures and
histories. It includes Stories of the Dreaming, and teachers’ 
resources.

Judaism FAQ
Judaism 101 is an online encyclopedia of Judaism, covering Jewish 
beliefs, people, places, things, language, scripture, holidays, 
practices and customs.

Pagan Fed
Website of the Pagan Federation, active in bringing Pagans 
together to promote and educate about Paganism in the wider 
community.

www.quaker.org.uk
For information about Quakers.

Religious Tolerance
Promotes the concept that everyone should allow others to 
follow their own faith, enjoying freedom of belief, speech and 
assembly, without discrimination and oppression. Includes 
thousands of articles on a variety of religious topics.

Spiritual Progressives
For information about the Network of Spiritual Progressives, 
an interfaith movement.

Teara NZ
For information on Mäori narratives about the creation of 
the world.

Virtual Religion Net
This website provides a comprehensive library of links and 
information on a wide range of religions and associated topics.

“I SIMPLY CAN NOT UNDERSTAND HOW SOMEBODY
CAN BE A SPIRITUAL BEING AND NOT BE ACTIVELY
INVOLVED IN TRANSFORMING THE WORLD.”

Rabbi Michael Lerner

These ideas for taking positive action
were contributed by the Human Rights
Commission Te Kähui Tika Tangata
www.hrc.co.nz

> Organise celebrations for different religious events in your
class or school community. Share food, dress, dance,
language and music.

> Invite people from different belief communities to talk about
their faith or spirituality. Include tängata whenua and those
who don’t belong to a religious denomination for a wider
perspective.

> Organise a debate or discussion around religion and human
rights. See www.ohchr.org/english/issues/religion for more
information on religious issues around the world and the
relevant human rights standards.

> Check out interfaith activities which are taking place around
the country at www.interfaith.org.nz.

> Over a month collect all newspaper clippings which make
reference to religion. Use a daily newspaper. What religious
or beliefs are reported on? What is the context for the
reporting? How is the religion or belief represented in the
media? What does this tell us about individuals from those

communities? Research the religion or belief. Compare what
you read in the newspaper with your own findings.

> Conduct a survey of the religious views of the people in your
school or class community. How are different religious
practices or beliefs accommodated in the school community?

> Have a look at the Aotearoa New Zealand national statistics
of belief and non-belief communities. How does it contrast
with your own school or class community?

> Think of something practical your school can do to increase
interfaith understanding (including some of the above ideas)
and register this activity as a project with the New Zealand
Diversity Action Programme. For ideas on what other people
or organisations are doing check out:
www.hrc.co.nz/diversity/.


