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This project was funded in part by the California Emergency Management Agency 

working in collaboration with the National Disaster Interfaiths Network (NDIN) and the 

University of Southern California Center for Religion and Civic Culture (USC CRCC).  

The Religious Literacy Primer is part one of a two-volume resource set together with 

its companion Working with U.S. Faith Communities During Crises, Disasters and 

Public Health Emergencies: A Field Guide for Engagement, Partnership and Religious 

Competency.

 

For the latest version of these documents please visit www.n-din.org or crcc.usc.edu.

http://www.n-din.org/
crcc.usc.edu
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Introduction
Faith communities have historically responded to disasters and human suffering, and 

over time several have developed expertise in service provision during various phases of 

the disaster lifecycle. In addition to a growing interest from government for greater faith 

engagement, there is also a growing interest from government in better understanding 

the nature of faith communities. Emergency managers and their public health and 

behavioral health partners are increasingly involved in providing crisis response within a 

religiously pluralistic environment.  As noted by Stephen Prothero in his book Religious 

Literacy – What Every American Needs to Know – And Doesn’t, the United States is 

“both Christian and pluralistic.  Christianity may dominate, but this nation of immigrants 

is also a nation of religions,” with dozens of world religions represented.   Therefore, it 

is important for response plans and engagement with communities to include religious 

literacy and competency.  Those who are committed to enhancing their religious literacy 

and competency skills are more likely to be effective caregivers and responders to the 

whole community than those who are not. 

This primer provides information on basic religious literacy for more than 20 of the 

largest religious communities in the United States.  It is geared toward enabling 

emergency managers and their public and behavioral health partners to understand 

how faith communities and emergency management intersect. The reference structure 

should allow a reader to be quickly oriented to the content.  

The information is written in a broad overview format so care should be taken to not 

over-generalize.  Each individual in a faith community is unique in how they understand 

and interpret the mandates and the teachings of their faith tradition. While this primer 

has been deeply reviewed by many religious scholars, there will always be differing 

opinions and interpretations, even within a single tradition. We define and classify 

religious traditions as they define themselves, not by how others may view them. With 

this in mind, this guide best serves as a baseline for basic religious literacy that should 

be augmented by field experience working with religious communities and individuals in 

emergency management settings.    

Reliable statistics on religious affiliation in the United States are notoriously difficult 

to obtain. Population statistics for each religious group were collected from several 

different sources.  These numbers are often the subject of intense debate, so they 

should be considered estimates based on sources in the Works Referenced section.

We are indebted to the U.K. Home Office and Cabinet Office resource: The Needs 

of Faith Communities in Major Emergencies: Some Guidelines.  Their work was the 

inspiration for developing this guide.

Religious 
literacy is 
the basic 
understanding 
of each faith 
community, 
its theology, 
rituals, 
practices and 
sacred texts. 

Religious 
competency is 
knowing how 
to navigate and 
engage each 
faith community 
as a trusted, 
knowledgeable, 
and effective 
partner.

 1 Prothero (2007) page 32.
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This project was funded in part by the California Emergency Management Agency 

working in collaboration with the National Disaster Interfaiths Network (NDIN) and the 

University of Southern California Center for Religion and Civic Culture (USC CRCC).  

We endeavor to ensure the document is as accurate and comprehensive as possible.  

Therefore, please send any comments, edits, or corrections to crcc@usc.edu and 

info@n-din.org.  We will review the emails and issue periodic updates.

For the latest version of this document please visit www.n-din.org or crcc.usc.edu.

Works Referenced

1. �The American Religious Identity Survey (2008), accessible through the Statistical 

Abstract of the United States 2012: http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab/cats/
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2. �Cultural Approaches to Pediatric Palliative Care, Available at http://libraryguides.

umassmed.edu/content.php?pid=94770&sid=731606

3. �The Needs of Faith Communities in Major Emergencies: Some Guidelines, produced by 

the U.K. Home Office and Cabinet Office, July 2005.

4. �Prothero, Stephen R. Religious Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know—and 

Doesn’t. [San Francisco]: Harper San Francisco, 2007. Print.

5. The Religious Congregations and Membership Study: http://thearda.com/RCMS2010/

6. �The World Christian Database and World Religion Database, as presented in tables 

via the Encyclopædia Britannica online: http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/

topic/1731588/Religion-Year-In-Review-2010/298437/Worldwide-Adherents-of-All-

Religions (last accessed 3/21/2013). To access the World Christian Database: www.
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To access the World Religion Database: www.worldreligiondatabase.org
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








   

           
                






•  Upon entering a Mass Care setting, families and individuals who selfidentify as 
Buddhist, or Buddhist monastics (monks and nuns), will feel most welcome if staff demonstrate an understanding of and 
attempt to accommodate their cultural and religious needs. Though Buddhist monastics will not necessarily expect staff to 
be knowledgeable of their customs, a recognition of and an attempt to observe certain practices will be appreciated by 
them as well as lay Buddhists. A greeting common to all Buddhist traditions is to put the palms together in anjali (the 
gesture of prayer) and bow the head. Most Buddhists do welcome handshakes with an embrace, but preferably between 
same sexes. Staff and other guests should understand that this is more customary than religious.  

Special Note: Buddhist monks and nuns should typically not be touched by laypersons. Especially in the Theravada 
tradition of the Southeast Asian countries of Burma, Cambodia, Thailand, and Laos, they should also never touch others. 
In all Buddhist traditions, an acceptable form of address when speaking to a monk or nun is “Venerable.” 

•  For lay Buddhists, there are no specific religious restrictions regarding sleeping or arrangements. 
However, for monastics, monks should have sleeping quarters separately from nuns and other women. Nuns should be 
sheltered separately from monks and men. In addition, a monk should never be alone with a woman (lay or monastic) and 
a nun should never be alone with a man (lay or monastic). Generally speaking, a gender segregated sleeping space, 
divided into samegender areas by a curtain or partition (acceptable), or separate rooms (preferable), is required. 



•  Shelter operators and residents should be made aware that observant Buddhists are encouraged to pray 

or meditate daily—upon rising and before going to bed. 
•  Particularly at a time of disaster or crisis, prayer is important to all people of faith. 

Although Buddhist contemplative practice, chanting, and other forms of prayer and veneration can be offered at any place 
and time, a designated space (shrine) is preferable. A Buddhist shrine will typically include an image of the Shakyamuni 
Buddha (the image of the historical Buddha, Siddhārtha Gautama). Shrines may also include flowers, candles, incense, 
and bowls for offering water, food, or other items that may be distributed and consumed later. Images or icons of other 
important Buddhist figures may be included/substituted depending on the specific tradition or traditions of the local 
Buddhist community. Images and items may be displayed for rituals and respectfully stored for later use. 

 
Generally speaking, Buddhist practitioners will be comfortable sharing such a space with religious others without requiring 
much in the way of specific items. Buddhists are usually comfortable meditating in chairs, though meditation cushions (or 
blankets) are best. (In sitting meditation, if the knees are above the waist, sitting for extended periods becomes 
uncomfortable.) Cushions or blankets would also be helpful for kneeling while chanting. In addition, a clear space for full
body prostrations might be appreciated. 
 
In keeping with disaster chaplaincy best practices, a Mass Care chapel or prayer room should be established as a multi
faith space, without images or statues of any specific faith tradition. The area should be a quiet designated space with 
removable chairs, a plain table, and perhaps candles.  
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


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

• Despite assumptions, there are no set dietary laws in Buddhism. Buddhist dietary restrictions are 
structured very differently than those of the Abrahamic (Christian, Jewish and Muslim) religions. There is no such clear 
distinction between permitted and forbidden foods in Buddhism. Therefore, there is a great deal of diversity in traditional 
Buddhist practice. It is always best for Mass Care providers to ask a local Buddhist community about their dietary needs, 
rather than to assume they are vegetarians or that they will eat meat. However, traditionally, many Buddhists are 
vegetarians. 

 
Vegetarian diet is often interpreted as “do not harm,” and many Buddhists choose to be vegetarian as a result of this precept. 
However, a basic tenet of Buddhism is that of reincarnation and the belief that animals can be reincarnated as humans and 
vice versa. As a result, most Buddhists do not kill animals, and many do not eat meat or fish because this is considered to be 
bad for their karma. Buddhism gives utmost importance to ahimsa (nonviolence), so there is a relationship between this 
concept and vegetarian practice in Buddhism. 
 

• Buddhist monastics thrive on donations and offerings from their local communities. For Theravada 
monastics, going on “almsrounds” to receive the generous offerings (dāna) of the local community, even in a Mass Care 
setting this is an important practical and symbolic gesture. When offering food to monastics it is customary to present it with 
your hands on the table, saying something like, “Please accept this offering of food.” Vietnamese, Chinese, and Taiwanese 
monks and nuns are strict vegetarians, though others may not be. Practically speaking, Mass Care staff may find it helpful to 
leave food for monastics with lay Buddhists to disperse. This is a meritorious action for practicing Buddhists. 



• There are many Buddhist holy days held throughout the year. Many celebrate the birthdays of Bodhisattvas (deities) or other 
significant dates in the Buddhist calendar. The most significant celebration happens every May on the night of the full moon: 
Buddha Day, a celebration of  the birth, enlightenment and death of the historical Buddha over 2,500 years ago. 



• When possible, some Buddhists may be more comfortable seeking and/or receiving assistance from samegender service 
providers. Some may have difficulties in communicating openly or forthrightly with those of the opposite gender.  

• Special Note: Given the restrictions regarding monastics’ being alone with persons of the opposite gender, Buddhist monks 
and nuns will only seek and/or receiving assistance from samegender service providers. In addition, their medical treatment 
rooms and bed wards should be gender segregated by curtain or partition (acceptable), or separate rooms (preferable).  



• Buddhist dress is usually a combination of culture and ethnicity, not religious requirement. Lay Buddhists usually do not 
wear distinctive clothing or haircuts, but sometimes may have stoles, pins, or vestments to denote lay leadership 
responsibilities within their respective communities. Typically, Buddhists conform to the clothing styles of the country where 
they live. However, recent immigrants, as well as Buddhist monks and nuns, may wear ethnic clothes or robes, respectively. 
Buddhist dress does not indicate a person’s level of education or reflect on a particular conservative (or liberal) religious or 
political orientation.  

• Buddhist monks and nuns usually wear distinctive robes or clothing, which will look different depending on region and 
tradition. In addition, in certain traditions, their heads are shaved.  




Buddhism is one of the five major world religions, with at least 500 million adherents worldwide. There are 3–4 million 
Buddhists in the United States (twothirds of whom are Asian American). Adherents follow the teachings of Siddhārtha 
Gautama, the historical Buddha (“Awakened One”) who lived in India around the fifth century BCE. He taught four “noble 
truths”: (1) the truth that life is suffering/anxiety/dissatisfaction/stress; (2) the truth of its cause; (3) the truth of its cessation; 
and (4) the truth of the path toward its cessation. Typically, three schools of Buddhism are spoken of: the Theravada of 
South and Southeast Asia, the Mahayana of East Asia, and the Vajrayana of Central Asia—each having many traditions, 
variations, and communities). In the Theravada tradition, the Pali texts are canonical; in the Mahayana, the Sanskrit Buddhist 
sutras and commentarial literature and Chinese Āgamas; and in Vajrayana Buddhism, the Kanjur and Tanjur, as well as vast 
commentarial literature in the Tibetan language. The religion is called Buddhism in English, and adherents are Buddhists.  

 
 
 

This Tip Sheet was written in collaboration with:  
Rev. Danny FisherCoordinator the Buddhist Chaplaincy Department at University of the West  

University of Southern CaliforniaCenter for Religion and Civic Culture 
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






















             
            
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






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











































































APPENDIX A: Disaster Tip Sheets for Faith Community Partners
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




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
















































APPENDIX A: Disaster Tip Sheets for Faith Community Partners
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












     
            

            



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







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









APPENDIX A: Disaster Tip Sheets for Faith Community Partners
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







































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





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



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











APPENDIX A: Disaster Tip Sheets for Faith Community Partners
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











  

              
       
         
                





 




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








APPENDIX A: Disaster Tip Sheets for Faith Community Partners
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



































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APPENDIX A: Disaster Tip Sheets for Faith Community Partners
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