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Introduction to Religion: Virtual Tour
Places of visit: 1.) Holy Sepulchre, Jerusalem 
		2.) Bahai National Center, Wilmette, Illinois
		3.) Pilgrimage: A 21st Century Journey through Mecca and Medina
Preliminary Research
The church of the Holy Sepulchre was constructed in the 4th century after Constantine the Great converted to Christianity. The church was constructed by empress Hellen who journeyed to Jerusalem under the directive of Constantine the Great to renew the Christian holy places after destruction by the Roman Empire (Orthodox Church in America 4). The church is associated with Christianity denomination and it commemorates the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.
Bahai National Center, in Wilmette Illinois, is a temple for Bahai religion. It is considered to be one of the oldest temples to be constructed in North America. Constructed at the beginning of the 1920s, Bahi house of worship in Wilmette represented Bahai’s faith in the whole North American region (Nancy 6). The construction of the temple completed in 1947 and dedicated in 1953 (Nancy 6). Based on Bahai’s faith of unity of all people, the temple was intended to include every social, humanitarian, and educational institution. Even though this was not achieved, the temple has remained a public place open to people of any faith (Nancy 3).
Pilgrimage: A 21st Century Journey through Mecca and Medina takes us through the journey of one of the holiest events in the Muslim religion, the Hajj. In the Muslim religion, Hajj is an annual pilgrimage that is made by millions of Muslims who visit the holy city in Mecca, Saudi Arabia every year. It takes place during the final month of the Islamic calendar, Dhu al-Hijjah (BBC 1). Millions of Muslims travel to this place in Mecca because they consider it is where Islamic religion started. It is believed to be the home of Prophet Muhamad and it is where the prophet received the first revelation from Allah (BBC 3).
Field Research
The Church of the Holy Sepulchre
Through the tour, I noted various features including:
1. Symbols-Rock of Cavalry
The Rock of Cavalry is one of the significant symbols of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. One can view this symbol immediately one walks through the main entrance into the church. The rock of cavalry is enclosed in a glass at the altar of the crucifixion of the church.
2. Architectural features-Edicule
Edicule is the presumed tomb of Jesus Christ. The edicule is within the Coptic domed-shaped room where the chapel is located. The main entrance is on the right side of the edicule.
Bahai House of Worship
1. Architectural features
Before one even gets inside the house of worship, it is impossible to miss seeing the great architectural features which comprise of the domed structure that surrounds the garden and fountains. Inside the building, especially on the roof, one can see the Arabic inscription.
2. Symbolic features
Apart from the great architectural features highlighted above, the Bahai’s house of worship is comprised of various symbols including the Christian cross, Star of David, and crescent found in each exterior pillar. Each of the pillars is also decorated using Hind and Buddhist symbols. At the top of every pillar, there is a nine-pointed star. At the epicenter of the domed-shaped ceiling, there is an Arabic inscription.
Pilgrimage: A 21st Century Journey through Mecca and Medina
1. Symbols
This virtual visit takes one through the route where Muslims believe that the great Prophet Muhamad followed after he received his calling or revelation from Allah. The site also shows many Muslims gathered around the Kaaba, the cuboid building at the center of Mosque. Both the journey and the cuboid building are symbols to the Muslim faithful. The journey begins with Ihram, which is the pilgrim’s sacred state. It goes through Masjid al-Haram to Mina, Arafat, and Muzdalifa.
Supplementary Research
The Holy Church of Sepulchre
After examining the church Sepulchre, I noted something elements that I did not understand and as such, I sought to find out their meaning through supplementary research. Here are the observations that I made. The famous rock of cavalry is one of the most recognized holy and sacred places in the church. This rock is enclaved in a lavish altar where the believers believe that it is the place where the Crucifixion had occurred. Jerusalem is one of the cities in Christianity history that has remained remarkable and memorable for many centuries because it is believed to be the last place where Jesus lived before he died and ascended to heaven. For the Christian believers, the Rock of Cavalry is where Jesus died and rose from the dead (Orthodox Church in America 5).
Another significant symbol that I noted on the tour is the edicule. Even though the edicule has been renovated due to the changes made by archeologists, the edicule has remained to be another significant feature in the Church of Sepulchre in Jerusalem. The Edicule is the structure that houses the rock of cavalry or the tomb where Jesus was buried. The edicule is housed within the church. The Church of Sepulchre has remained unchallenged to be the place where Jesus died and resurrected as there is no other real evidence that can support other claims.
Bahai’s House of Worship
After visiting the site, I noted various symbols including the Arabic inscriptions at the center of the dome-shaped ceiling. Bahai’s faith is one of the unique religions in the world because its teachings do not aim or target one particular faithful or believer groups like other religions like Islam or Christianity. Bahai’s faith is for all religions and seeks to achieve unity among all people. That is why the place is opened for all people irrespective of the denominational sect where one comes from. However, this can also be evidenced by the symbols that make up most of its features in the church. For example, the exterior pillars of the building are made of nine star-shaped features. Nine is an important figure in the Bahai faith. As Sandra explains, figure nine symbolizes Bahai’s faith.
Also, inside the center of the dome-shaped ceiling of the building, there is an inscription in the Arabic language. I sought to find out what it meant and after research, I found that the inscription referred to “Greatest Name” (Whitmore 313). According to Whitmore, the Arabic inscription is the greatest Bahai’s symbol which translates to God’s greatest name or the supreme manifestation of God (313). The Bahai’s believe that everyone has a soul as long as he or she is able to connect with God as well as contribute to the betterment of the world. The Bahai’s house of worship is one such testimony that unity of all religions and the human race at large can be achieved irrespective of the denominational sect that they belong to. Everyone is welcomed in the church or worship; one does not need to worry about their differences but instead, they try to focus on spiritual growth. Therefore, irrespective of religious or belief background, the Bahai’s church of worship welcomes everyone. Other symbols that try to prove this assumption include the interreligious objects ad symbols included in the church. For example, the Christian cross, the Star of David, and the decorations of the pillars mainly associated with the Buddhist and Hinduism religions.
Pilgrimage: A 21st Century Journey through Mecca and Medina
Every year in August between 9th and 14th, millions of Muslim believers go to Mecca in Saudi Arabia to undertake and participate in the annual pilgrimage, Hajj. Through the virtual tour, I noted some things that I sought to find out what they meant. Even though I have interacted with the Muslims, I wanted to expand my understanding of certain activities or symbols that they do. First, I sought to find out why millions of Muslims gather around the cuboid building in the middle of the Mecca mosque every year. I found that the cuboid building is called Kabah or Kabaa. It is the holiest sites in Islamic and it symbolizes the oneness of God (BBC 5). Every year every Muslim is required to take the journey through the stages and visit the places identified in the virtual site. The journey of Hajj starts at Ihram, which is considered to be the most sacred state in the Hajj’s pilgrim. During this stage, every Muslim is required to wear plain garments. The garments include two unstitched clothes for men and loose-fitting clothing for women. Also during this period, every Muslim is not required to engage in hunting activities or sexual engagement.
Comparison
After visiting the three places, I realized that they have some similarities and differences. Regarding the similarities, both places are considered holy and sacred by the believers. The Hajj in Muslim, the Holy Church of Sepulchre for Christians, and the Bahai’s house of worship are all considered holy by their believers.
However, there were certain differences that I also noted. For instance, unlike the church of Sepulchre that is only meant for the Christian believers and Hajj in Mecca meant for Muslim believers, the Bahai’s house of worship welcomes everyone irrespective of the religious background. Apart from Bahai’s house of worship, the other two places comprised of symbols that can only be identified by the members or believers. For instance, in the Holy Church of Sepulchre, it would be difficult for someone from another religion to identify with the symbols like the rock of cavalry because it is only Christians who understand the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ can identify with it. The same goes for the Hajj journey in Mecca where Muslims are the only group that can identify with the journey as well as the reason why they pray facing the Kabah.
Personal Reaction
Going through the virtual tour through the three sites was insightful. I got to learn more about different religious groups that I did not understand before. Even though I had previously interacted with both Christians and Muslims which gave me some insight about the religions, but I had not experienced anything regarding a unifying religion like the Bahai’s faith. Some of my opinions about religion were confirmed by the site visit. For example, I confirmed that Christians consider Jerusalem as the holy city because Jesus Christ died and resurrected there. However, I also got some knowledge that challenged my previous opinion about religion. Previously, I knew that all religions were different and uniquely identified with their practices. I never knew that there was a religion that can accept and conform to the general principle of humanity that can accept all other religions. Until I visited the Bahai’s National Center and realized that Bahai’s faith is more of a religion that comprises all other religions. Unlike religions that only get identified with certain practices that contradict others, Bahai’s religion is a unifying religion. Despite this challenge, I enjoyed my site visit.
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