
RELIGIOUS STUDIES GCSE GLOSSARY 
 

Abortion The deliberate termination (ending) of a pregnancy, usually before the 

foetus is twenty-four weeks old. 

 

Adultery Sex outside marriage where one or both of the couple are already 

married to someone else. 

 

Advent The period including four Sundays before Christmas, in which Christians 

celebrate the birth of Jesus and look forward to the Second Coming. 

 

Agape Unconditional love, love that does not depend on anything 

 

Agnosticism Not being sure whether God is real or not 

 

Agunot Jewish word meaning chained.  Women who have not received the Get from 

their ex-husband and therefore are not free to remarry 

 

AIH/AID artificial insemination by husband/donor 

 

Altar A symbol of the table used by Jesus at the Last Supper – it is a type of table 

used for Holy Communion. 

 

Anglican A member of the Church of England or the Churches worldwide that are 

linked to it. 

 

Annulment When the Roman Catholic Church declares a marriage invalid. Various 

conditions must be met to prove this. 

 

Ark cabinet in the Synagogue where the torah scrolls are kept 

 

Assisted Suicide Alternative name for voluntary euthanasia. A patient is helped to 

die by someone else at the patient’s request 

 

Atheism believing that God does not exist 

 

Atonement Reconciliation between God and humanity; removes any barriers or 

obstacles that stop people approaching God. Christians believe that the death of 

Jesus atones human sin 

 



Baptism The sacrament in which people become members of the Church. Baptism 

involves the use of water as a symbol of the washing away of sin. It is a rite of 

initiation. 

 

Bible Sacred book of Christians containing both the Old and New Testaments. 
 

Bishop A high-ranking clergyman who has the power to confirm and ordain. 

 

Bar Mitzvah Jewish coming of age ceremony for 13 year old boys 

 

Bat Mitzvah Jewish coming of age ceremony for 12 year old girls (only liberal Jews) 

 

Brit Milah Circumcision ceremony for 8 day old Jewish boys 

 

Capital punishment death penalty 

 

Celibacy Choosing to remain a virgin and not have sex. Roman Catholic priests vow 

to be celibate 

 

Channukah Jewish festival of light remembering the reclaiming of the temple 

 

Charity voluntary giving to those in need 

 

Chastity Choosing to remain a virgin until marriage 

 

Christ The leader promised by God to the Jews. The word literally means 

“Anointed One”; the Hebrew equivalent is Messiah. Christians believe Jesus to be 

the Christ. 

 

Christmas Feast Day commemorating the birth of Jesus (25 December in most 

Churches). 

 

Chuppah Canopy under which Jews marry 

 

Church of England The leading Protestant Church in England, which retains many 

Catholic features. It is an Anglican Church. 

 

Civil partnership A legal ceremony giving a homosexual couple the same legal rights 

as a husband and wife 



Cloning the science behind making an exact copy of a living thing 

 

Communion Christian fellowship, the taking of the body and blood of Christ 

  

Compassion A feeling of pity which makes one want to help the sufferer 

 

Conception the moment the egg is fertilised 

 

Concern To show compassion by being involved in other people’s distress 

 

Conscientious objector someone who opposes war because it goes against their 

personal (religious) beliefs 

 

Confession Admitting to and repenting of one’s sins.  It is a major part of the 

Sacrament of Reconciliation, sometimes used to describe the sacrament itself 

 

Confirmation The sacrament in which the believer is confirmed or strengthened by 

the Holy Spirit. Those being confirmed personally confirm their acceptance of the 

promises made at their baptism themselves or, if they were baptised as infants, by 

their parents and godparents. 

 

Contraception The methods used to prevent pregnancy taking place. 

 

Covenant A solemn and binding agreement, for Jews it is between God and his 

people 

 

Creed A summary of important beliefs 

 

Crucifixion  Roman method of execution by which criminals were fixed to a cross. 

The execution and death of Jesus on Good Friday. 

 

Denomination One of the worldwide Christian traditions, such as Roman Catholic, 

Methodist, Anglican, etc. 

 

Deterrent something used to prevent an action, eg losing your licence can be seen 

as a deterrent for drink driving 

 

Diocese a church area under the direction of a bishop 

 



Discrimination treating people less favourably because of their 

ethnicity/gender/colour/sexuality/age/class 

 

Easter The period celebrating the Resurrection of Jesus from the dead. It starts 

on Easter Day and finishes with the feast of Pentecost. 

 

Ecumenical related to different Christian groups working together 

 

Embryology the science involved in fertilising eggs artificially 

 

Equality the state in which everyone has equal rights regardless of 

gender/race/class 

 

Ethics  a set of rules or guidelines for someone/society to live by, right or wrong 

 

Etrog Soft fruit bought by Jews during Sukkoth 

 

Eucharist A service of thanksgiving in which the sacrificial death and resurrection 

of Jesus is celebrated using bread and wine. 

 

Euthanasia Inducing a painless death, by agreement and with compassion, to ease 

suffering. From the Greek meaning “Good Death”. 

 

Faith Belief and trust so strong that it involves following the one in whom you 

trust 

 

Faithfulness/Fidelity  staying with your marriage partner and having sex only with 

them 

 

Font  the stone or metal bowl which holds the Holy Water for Baptism 

 

Forgiveness To pardon a person for something that they have done wrong. In 

Biblical times, it was believed that only God could forgive sins. 

 

Free Will the idea that human being are free to make their own choices 

 

Get Jewish divorce document which the husband must pass to his wife 

 



God-parents People who undertake to make baptismal promises on behalf of an 

infant  in the Christian tradition 

 

Golden rule the teaching of Jesus that you should treat others as you wish them 

to treat you 

 

Gospel Literally “Good News”, there are four Gospels telling of the life and work of 

Jesus (Matthew, Mark, Luke and John) 

 

Heaven a place of paradise where God Rules 

 

Hell A place of horrors where Satan rules 

 

Holocaust when over 6 million Jews were killed in WWII 

 

Holy Dedicated to God 

 

Holy Orders When a person devotes their life to the Church and takes on one of 

its special roles (such as a Priest) which have authority in that tradition. 

 

Holy Week The last week in Lent and the week before Easter Sunday, during which 

believers reflect on the suffering and death of Jesus. 

 

Homophobia a hatred or fear of homosexuals 

 

Homosexual sexual attraction to the same gender 

 

Hypocrite a person who acts in a way that contradicts what they say 

 

Immortality of the soul the idea that the soul live on after the death of the body 

 

Interfaith marriage marriage where the husband and wife are from different 

religions 
 

Involuntary Euthanasia When a patient’s life is ended because it is felt that to 

keep them alive is to make them suffer, but the patient has not given their consent 

to the decision. 

 

Judgement the act of judging people and their actions 



 

Justice Bringing about what is right, fair, according to the law or making up for 

what has been done wrong. 

 

‘Just’ War A war that the Christian Church defines as acceptable: this must fit 

certain criteria. The idea developed by St Thomas Aquinas and the Roman Catholic 

Church. 

 

Ketubah Jewish marriage document 

 

Kingdom of God Wherever God is honoured as king and his authority accepted. 

Jesus taught about the Kingdom of God both on earth and in heaven. The rule of 

God. 

 

Kippah Jewish skull cap worn by men and boys 

 

Kosher Jewish word which means correct, usually associated with the food they 

are permitted to eat 

 

Law of Moses the laws God gave to Moses in the Old Testament 

 

Lent The forty day period before Easter, in which Christians reflect on Jesus’ 

suffering. 

 

Lord’s Prayer The prayer given by Jesus, also known as the “Our Father”. 

 

Lullaf palm leaf bought by Jews during Sukkoth 

 

Marriage A legal union between a man and a woman. 

 

Mass Celebration of the Eucharist. 

 

Mazel Tov a congratulatory phrase Jews use in celebrations 

 

Mikvah a ceremonial bath used by Jewish women at the end of their period 

 

Miracle An event that lies beyond normal human knowledge and understanding. It 

is an event with religious significance. 

 



Mohel Man who circumcises Jewish boys during Brit Milah 

 

Monotheism the belief in one God 

 

Moral evil actions done by humans which cause suffering 

 

Moses the Old Testament prophet who led the Jews out of Egypt and received the 

Ten Commandments from God 

 

Multi-ethnic/Multi-faith society a society made up of many religions and cultures 

 

Natural evil  things which cause suffering but have nothing to do with humans, for 

example earthquakes 

 

Near death experiences when someone about to die has an out-of-body or 

religious experience 

 

Ner Tamid everlasting light in a synagogue 

 

New Testament The books of the Bible concerning the lives of Jesus and his 

followers. 

 

Non-voluntary euthanasia ending someone’s life painlessly when they are unable to 

ask, but when there is good reason for thinking they would want death, for example, 

switching off a life support machine  

 

Old Testament The books of the Bible, written in Hebrew and Aramaic, about the 

Jews before the time of Jesus. 

 

Omni-benevolent the belief that God is all good 

 

Omnipotent the belief that God is all powerful 

 

Omnipresent the belief that God is everywhere 

 

Omniscient the belief that God is all knowing 

 

Oppressed those who are denied their rights and made to suffer by others 

(especially by the government) 



 

Parish a local church community  

 

Penance An action to show sorrow for doing wrong 

 

Pentecost the celebration of the Holy Spirit descending onto the apostles 

 

Pesach/Passover Jewish festival which remembers Moses and the slaves Exodus 

 

Pikuach Nefesh Jewish belief that saving life is more important than all else 

 

Pilgrimage A journey to a holy site, e.g. for a Christian to Jerusalem. 

 

The Pope The head of the Roman Catholic Church. 

 

Prayer Words of praise, thanks or sorrow, as an attempt to contact God. 

 

Prejudice An Unfair thought or opinion about someone before the facts are known 

or based on misunderstanding. 

 

Pre- marital sex sex before marriage 

 

Priests  specially chosen people who are ordained as ministers of the word and the 

sacraments 

 

Procreation making a new life through sex 

 

Pro-choice A person who believers that a woman has the right to chose to have an 

abortion or not, based on the knowledge of the alternatives 

 

Promiscuity Having sex with a number of partners without commitment 

 

Purgatory a place where Catholics believe souls go to after death to be purified 

 

Quaker Member of the Society of Friends, a tradition that does not have 

ministers or a written statement of beliefs. 

 

Quality of Life  the idea that life must have some benefits to be worth living 

 



Rabbi Jewish religious leader 

 

Racial harmony different races of colours living together happily 
 

Racism The belief that some races are superior to and more valuable than others 

 

Reconciliation   When two people or groups of people who have disagreed or fought 

with each other make up. 

 

The Reformation When the Protestant Churches broke away from the Roman 

Catholic Church in the 16th Century. 

 

Reincarnation the belief that, after death, souls are reborn into a new body 

 

 

Repent Admit one’s sins, feel genuinely sorry for what one has done wrong and 

resolve to avoid sin in future 

 

The Resurrection When Jesus rose from the dead after dying on the Cross. One 

of the key beliefs of Christianity. 

 

Retribution revenge, getting your own back 

 

Rite A set of words or actions of a particular ceremony 

 

Rite of passage a ceremony marking the passing of one stage of life to the next 

 

Rosary A method of prayer, the beads used during the praying of the Rosary. 

 

Sabbath The Jewish day of rest, from sunset on Friday to sunset on Saturday. 

 

Sacraments Rites and outward signs through which the believer receives a special 

gift of grace, e.g. baptism or the Eucharist. There are seven sacraments within the 

Roman Catholic Church. 

 

Sacrifice An offering to God. In the Old Testament some sacrifices were thought 

to remove the barriers sins placed between God and humanity. Christians believe 

that Jesus’ death is the perfect sacrifice, which atones for sin once and for all 

 



Salvation Army Denomination started in 19th Century often working with the poor. 

One of the few denominations not to practice baptism. 

 

Sanctity of life Belief that life is sacred 

 

Seder the symbolic plate of food used during the celebrations of Passover/Pesach 

 

Sexism Discrimination based on gender 

 

Shabbat Jewish Sabbath day (sunset Fri to sunset Sat) 

 

Shoah the Hebrew word for Holocaust 

 

Sin Behaviour which is against God’s laws and wishes / against principles of 

morality. 

 

Son of Man A title used by Jesus of himself. In the Old Testament, the title was 

used of a heavenly being from God. Jesus used the title to stress that he was more 

than simply a human being and that he came with authority from God 

 

Surrogacy using another woman to carry a baby for another woman/couple 

 

Sukkoth Jewish festival often referred to as their harvest festival, they build a 

temporary shelter called a Sukkah and have an Etrog and Lullaf 

 

Synagogue Jewish holy building 

 

Tallith  Jewish prayer shawl men wear 

 

Tephillim  two black boxes containing the shema worn by Jewish men during prayer 

 

Ten Commandments  the ten rules given to Moses by God 

 

Tenak Jewish holy book Torah, Neviim and Ketubiim 

 

Tolerance accepting of someone or something, putting up with them 

 

Torah Jewish holy book (one part of the TeNaK) 

 



Trinity The belief that the three persons of Father, Son and Holy Spirit are all 

distinct but also one being. 

 

Vatican Independent state and centre of Roman Catholicism, Papal government. 

 

Vindication to prove your point, punishment as vindication is to prove the power of 

the police/government 
 

Virgin Birth The belief that Mary was a virgin when she gave birth to Jesus and 

that she had conceived through the power of the Holy Spirit. 

 

Vocation Doing something for the love of it, a feeling that God is calling someone 

to a special ministry or way of serving others. 

 

Voluntary euthanasia When a terminally ill person asks a doctor or a friend to help 

them die peacefully and with dignity. It can be called “mercy killing” or “assisted 

suicide”. 

 

Vows Solemn promises for example in marriage to love and to cherish 

 

Water used in Baptism to symbolise purification and as a reminder of Christ’s own 

baptism 

 


