Religion and belief in the Workplace
A guide for HCC Training employers 
[image: image1.wmf]The purpose of this handout is to advise employers on how to accommodate their employees’ religious and cultural needs.
The Employment Equality (Religion or Belief) Regulations 2003 outlaw discrimination and harassment on grounds of religion or belief.  They cover all aspects of employment.

Many companies have already benefited from adopting employment policies based on equality.  Tackling discrimination helps to attract, motivate and retain staff.  It helps employers make the best use of skills and experience and can lead to a more diverse workforce, new ideas, access to wider markets and a better image.

If you have employees who are culturally or religiously observant, respectfully ask them if they require any special facilities or time to observe their religious practices or festivals.  Be aware that your employees’ religions may require them to adopt a specific dress code and diet.  The information below will give you a brief introduction to the major religions practiced in Britain.  For more information, see the Learning and Skills Council’s guide, “Culture and Religion in the Workplace.”
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Christianity
Christianity originated in the Middle East and is now over 2,000 years old.   Christians believe in one God and that God revealed Himself to mankind as Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Christians recognise Jesus as the Son of God who was sent to save mankind from death and sin.
The British working week and public holidays have been greatly influenced by Christianity, but current working patterns, including Sunday trading, could make it difficult for practicing Christians to meet their religious commitments.  The two main Christian festivals are Easter and Christmas.  Christian diet tends to be culturally rather than religiously determined and there are no religious laws on dress code.
Hinduism
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The term “Hinduism” is used to describe the ancient religious culture of India.   This culture is over 5,000 years old and is practiced by countless millions.  Contrary to popular understanding, Hindus recognise one God, Brahman, who they believe is the cause and foundation of all existence.  The gods of the Hindu faith represent different expressions of Brahman.  Hindus believe that existence is a cycle of birth, death and rebirth, governed by Karma.

The most important Hindu festival is Deepawal or Divali, the autumn festival of lights which also marks the start of the new financial year.  Devout Hindus uphold the sacredness of all life, and many will not eat meat or fish; those who do will not eat beef.  Hinduism forbids the consumption of alcohol.  Hindus do not observe any specific cultural dress, however, Hindu men typically wear narrow trousers and a loose fitting shirt, and women often wear a sari.  Married Hindu women wear a bindi, which is a red powder mark on the forehead. 

Islam
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Islam began in Arabia over 1,300 years ago and those who follow Islam are called Muslims.  Muslims believe that there is only one God, Allah, and that the Prophet Muhammad (Peace Be Upon Him) was his final messenger.  The five pillars of Islam help Muslims put their faith into action:

· Shahadah – the declaration of faith

· Salat – ritual prayer five times a day

· Zakat – payment of the annual alms tax
· Sawm – fasting in the holy month of Ramadhan

· Hajj – pilgrimage to Mecca once in a lifetime

Muslims celebrate several religious festivals, including the Eid-ul-Fitr, which marks the end of Ramadhan, and the Eid-ul-Adha.  The number of prayers which fall within normal working hours varies from one in summer to three in winter.  Male Muslims attend midday congregational prayers on Fridays.  All Muslim adults fast from dawn to sunset for one month at Ramadhan, which may fall at any time of the year.  Some Muslims may ask for leave to make the pilgrimage to Mecca.

Muslims eat only halal (lawful) food, which includes meat slaughtered in a specific way.  Utensils used for haram (prohibited) food must not be used for halal food.  Both men and women are required to dress and behave modestly.  Women must cover their hair and conceal the shape of their bodies.

Judaism
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Judaism originated in the Middle East around 3,500 years ago.  Jews believe that there is only one God and that the Jewish people were specially chosen to receive God’s guidance.  Jews celebrate many religious festivals associated with events in Jewish history.  The Passover commemorates the Israelites’ deliverance from slavery in Egypt.  Rosh Hashana is the Jewish New Year and coincides with the beginning of the Ten Days of Repentance.  The last of these days is Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, which is the holiest day in the Jewish calendar.  The Shabbat (Sabbath) is a day of complete rest which starts on Friday before dusk and ends after dusk on Saturday. 

Jews must refrain from work on the Shabbat.  They must be able to leave work in time to arrive home before the Shabbat starts.  There are 21 other holy days in the Jewish calendar: Passover, Pentecost, New Year, Day of Atonement, Simchat Torah and Tabernacles.

Jews eat kosher food, which includes certain types of meat and fish, but not pork.  Meat must be prepared in a ritually acceptable manner.  Meat and dairy products cannot be eaten in the same meal.  Practicing Jewish men must keep their head covered at all times by wearing a Kippah (skull cap).  Orthodox Jewish women must dress modestly.  
Sikhism
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Sikhism was founded in the Punjab by Guru Nanak around 500 years ago.  Present day Sikhism is based on Guru Nanak’s teachings and those of the nine Sikh gurus who followed him.  Sikhism is a religion with only one God.  Social and sexual equality is emphasised, and the importance of doing good actions rather than merely carrying out rituals.  A devout Sikh will observe the five Ks, which are:

· Kesh – uncut hair

· Kangar – small wooden comb

· Kara – steel bracelet

· Kirpin – small dagger

· Kancha – shorts

The main Sikh festival is Vaisakhi, which commemorates both the harvest festival and the Khalsa, the pure brotherhood of Sikhs.  They also celebrate Divali, the festival of lights, and the birthdays and martyrdom of some of their gurus.

Sikhism forbids smoking and alcohol and a devout Sikh will not eat animal by-products, eggs or pork.  Many do not eat meat.  Sikh men are required to wear turbans to cover their uncut hair.  Sikh women may also wear turbans if they choose.  The five Ks will be worn about the person.  Some married women wear a bindi – a red powder mark on the forehead.
Rastafarianism
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Rastafarianism originated in Jamaica in 1930.  The original Rastas were Jamaicans led by the charismatic leader, Marcus Garvey.  Garvey prophesised the crowning of Haile Selassie as King, God and saviour of the black people of the world.   Rastafarianism has now become more of a cultural “Back to Africa” mass movement.  Its beliefs are based on the Bible.  According to Rastas, when the twelve tribes of Israel were scattered, the spirit of the Lord went to Ethiopia; the Ethiopians became a chosen people, and Ethiopia the Promised Land to which all black people will one day return.

Rastafarians do not celebrate Christmas or New Year.  They do celebrate the birthday of Emperor Haile Selassie on 23 July.  Some Rastafarians eat only ital foods: foods that are pure and untainted.  Milk, coffee and alcohol are forbidden, and Rastas do not eat pork, lamb and some seafood.  Many are vegetarian.  An orthodox Rasta will wear their hair in dreadlocks, which it is forbidden to cut.  The hair must be covered at all times, and Rasta women must keep their legs covered.  Some Rastas wear the Star of David.  The colours red, black, green and yellow are of special significance.
Buddhist
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Buddhism is over 2,500 years old and was founded by Siddhartha Gautama in Nepal.  He attained enlightenment, a state of being beyond suffering, and became the Buddha.  Buddhism spread to China and then to Japan, where about three quarters of the population are Buddhist.  Buddhism is a tradition that focuses on personal spiritual development.  Buddhists strive for a deep insight into the true nature of life and do not worship gods.
Meditation and chanting are important to Buddhists, although not all Buddhists do either or both.  The Dalai Lama is the spiritual leader of Tibetan Buddhists.

Some sects celebrate “Versakha Puja” (Buddha Day) and “Magha Puja”.  Others celebrate “Nirvana Day” and “Bodhi Day”.  Buddhists advocate vegetarianism but it is not obligatory, and there is no specific dress code.
Chinese
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Chinese people do not, in general, feel that they must choose one religion or philosophy and reject the others.  There are a number of beliefs that are seen as complimenting each other: “Confucianism”, “Taoism”, “Buddhism” and “Popular Religion”.  Confucianism developed from the teachings of Confucias, and is concerned with the principles of good conduct, practical wisdom and proper social relationships.  Taoism is an ancient Chinese philosophy, which promotes living simply and in harmony with nature, and going with the flow.

Chinese dietary habits tend to be culturally rather than religiously determined.  There are no specific dress codes.
Some other religions and beliefs

Atheism
Atheism is not a belief; it is the absence of belief in God.  Atheists are people who do not believe in God or other spiritual beings.

Agnostics

Agnostics are people who have doubts about the existence of God.  They do not believe that God exists, but they do not believe that God does not exist either.

Bahá’í

The Bahá’í faith was founded by Baha’u’llah in Iran in the 19th century.  The central idea of the faith is that of unity, and Bahá’ís seek to remove barriers of race, gender and belief.  They believe that people should work together for the common benefit of humanity.
Jainism

Jainism is an ancient religion from India that teaches that the way to liberation and bliss is to lives of harmlessness and renunciation.  The essence of Jainism is concern for the welfare of every being in the universe and for the health of the universe itself.

Mormonism

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was founded in 19th century America and has 11 million members worldwide, including 180,000 in the UK.  The Church is centred on Christ, but has substantial differences in belief to the Catholic, Protestant and Orthodox Christina Churches.  Mormons believe their Church is a restoration of the Church as conceived by Jesus, and that the other Christian Churches have gone astray.

Paganism

Paganism describes a group of contemporary religions based on a reverence for nature.  These faiths draw on the traditional religions of indigenous peoples throughout the world.  Whilst there are significant differences between the strands of Paganism, most Pagans share an ecological vision and involvement that comes from the Pagan belief in the organic vitality and spirituality of the natural world.

For more information
Some of the information in this handout is summarised from the Learning and Skills Council’s guide, “Culture and Religion in the Workplace”.  If you would like a copy of this guide, ask your ITeC representative.  Further information on race and religion can be obtained from the Commission for Racial Equality web site: www.cre.gov.uk 
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We are committed to equality of opportunity





HCC Training’s staff, apprentices and employers believe strongly in equality of opportunity for all.  We promote inclusion, respect, fairness and the rights of the individual.  We oppose prejudice, discrimination, harassment and unfairness of any kind.  At HCC Training, we treat people as individuals, and do all that we can to support them in reaching their goals.





We celebrate diversity 





We recognise that each person is different and we value these differences.  We are working to make HCC Training a diverse environment with people from all minority groups represented.  We promote HCC Training to:





People from different ethnic and religious backgrounds


Females and males


People with a disability and people without
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