
[image: Cover picture]




  NEIGHBORING
FAITHS

  A CHRISTIAN

    INTRODUCTION TO

    WORLD RELIGIONS

  THIRD EDITION

  WINFRIED CORDUAN

  
    [image: Logo IVP Academic]

  




To Domonique





  


    [image: ]

  

    ACKNOWLEDGMENTS FOR THE THIRD EDITION

    
      
      ONCE AGAIN, my thanks must go to everyone who, often without knowing that they were doing so, told me in casual remarks or formal presentations something that has helped me learn more than they would ever guess.

      I am truly humbled, amazed, and grateful for everyone who has adopted this book as their text for a course in world religions. Obviously, any time that anyone writes anything, they hope that their work will get a great amount of exposure. Still, I am amazed and humbled whenever I hear about something I wrote having an impact on someone I have never even met.

      In the last edition I called attention to my offer of additional learning and teaching materials to anyone who requests them from me. I can now broaden that invitation because those items are now hosted by InterVarsity Press’s website.

      I want to thank Rebecca Carhart of InterVarsity Press for her patience and encouragement.

      Much has happened in the world since the last edition came out, most notably the Covid-19 pandemic, which limited my ability to travel to faraway places. In addition, my life has undergone some drastic changes, other than the obvious one of getting older. There have been some high points, but also some very low ones. When I was at my lowest, God sent me an angel, my wife Domonique, who gave me new motivation to continue with my life, including pursuing scholarship and writing. While not wanting to minimize the thanks that I have expressed to my students in the dedication of the first two editions, this one needs to go to Domonique. If it weren’t for her, there might not have been another edition to dedicate.

    

  





  


    [image: ]

  

    INTRODUCTION

    
      EVEN THOUGH RELIGIONS are historically unlikely to change much, we are seeing in our time that, as the world is changing rapidly, new significant movements within religions are picking up the pace of change as well, and the need for us to keep up with their developments continues to grow.

      One obvious development in the world of religions has been the impact of Islam on the Western world. The so-called Iranian Hostage Crisis (starting November 4, 1978) and the destruction of the Twin Towers in New York (September 11, 2001) caused two generations respectively to realize how much our lives are intertwined with global developments. Still, they are going to be history for a new group of students; important history, to be sure—just as World War II was history to me, born in 1949—but not a part of their direct memories. Since then, groups such as the Taliban, the Islamic State (IS), and Al-Qaida have become a part of our common everyday conversations. It’s not that we had not been affected by these and similar developments around our planet for a long time, but perhaps we are now more aware of them than before. Thus, there has been an increased curiosity concerning Islam. Unfortunately, there has also been a simultaneous increase in the dissemination of misinformation on Islam, both positive and negative. Thus, we must take a close look at recent developments in the light of not-so-recent events. Similar thoughts apply to some other religious cultures.

      Many of the changes in this new edition are aimed at correcting mistakes, clarifying ambiguities, and adding greater precision where needed. I need to thank everyone who, over the years, has pointed out various concerns, real or perceived.

      Accuracy is a goal both for its own sake and for the sake of clarifying the distinctiveness and truth of Christianity. This book is not an apologetics text per se in the sense of being nothing more than an extended argument for the truth of Christianity. It is a survey of world religions, undertaken from a Christian point of view, and it embeds Christian responses, by necessity in an apologetics style. However, classroom teachers in world religions know how fast a semester can go by, and it is imperative that we learn the facts of other religions before launching apologetics projects lest we continue building apologetics against other religions based on inaccurate depictions. The Christian who is truly committed to evangelism and apologetics will consider the time it takes to study this subject matter well spent. Having done so, Christian and apologetically oriented responses may not be as glib as before; however, after some solid study about what the religions actually teach, our arguments will have the advantage of basing themselves on reality rather than a straw effigy.

      In a sense, I’m reluctant to send off this edition; there is so much more that I could add to every chapter. However, there is a limit to what belongs in a usable introductory text, and, in light of developments already mentioned, I believe that the time for this edition has come.

      
        CROSSCULTURAL RELIGIOUS ENCOUNTERS

        Increasingly, people of different backgrounds and different cultures live side by side, sometimes adapting their ways to each other, many times trying to maintain their ancient heritages despite strong pressure to give them up. Over the last few decades, the United States and Western Europe have experienced an unprecedented influx of people from remote reaches of the globe. In contrast to earlier immigrants, these people are not ready to jettison their own cultures and jump into a melting pot. They want to eat their customary foods, wear their customary clothes, and observe their own traditions and festivals. At the same time, Americans and Europeans are obliged more than ever to do business in parts of the world that are geographically and culturally remote from their homelands. Being successful depends on being able to make their way through cultures with different expectations.

        The crosscultural encounters occurring in the twenty-first century inevitably include religion. Of course, different religions have always competed with and shaped each other to some extent. Religions frequently migrate and make themselves at home in new places. As Terry Muck has observed, there are new and different religions right in our neighborhoods.1 Christians must learn to live in a world of religious plurality. Those who desire contact with neighbors who belong to a different religion need information regarding their food preferences, holidays, religious customs and symbols, and—above all—beliefs about the central reason for human existence.

        Many of these non-Christian folk appear to be happy with their religions and are not searching for a better way. They hold on to their beliefs and seem to find as much satisfaction in them as Christians do in theirs. Thus, for Christians, the encounter with non-Christian believers more than ever appears to be a meeting between “neighboring faiths.”

        Many contemporary global conflicts wear religious labels. Far from being the private religion of desert nomads, Islam is a strong political force in the world today. Businesspersons need to be conscious of their clients’ religious boundaries. Schools in most metropolitan areas must figure out how to accommodate the religious needs of all pupils, including immigrants and longtime residents. Religion is at the heart of many people’s lives, and getting to know them means getting to know their religion.

      

      
      
        THE CHRISTIAN AND THE STUDY OF WORLD RELIGIONS

        Consequently, Christians who seek to be relevant to the world in which they live must understand the beliefs of the people with whom they share the globe. My own introduction to world religions came relatively late in my academic preparation. I had already begun graduate study at Rice University when my department chair, Niels C. Nielsen, thrust a copy of John B. Noss’s Man’s Religions into my hand and said, “Corduan, get educated!” I must have said something embarrassingly ignorant about an Asian religion, although I do not remember what it was. I remain grateful to Professor Nielsen for this forthright exhortation.

        As I prepared myself for a career in Christian philosophical theology, I continued my study of world religions. At Rice I took several seminars in the subject and taught some courses that included various non-Christian religious components. When I came to Taylor University, my job description included teaching a course in world religions as well as courses in philosophy and theology.

        There is an old dictum that no one ever learns a subject as well as someone who is forced to teach it. While not neglecting my calling in the areas of philosophy and theology, I availed myself of numerous opportunities to build competence in world religions. Reading books was an important aspect of my study, but I also found occasion to learn a little Sanskrit and a little Arabic to allow me greater access to original texts. Most importantly, Taylor University encouraged its faculty to pursue international travel, and I was a beneficiary of this policy. I have been allowed to participate regularly in study and teaching trips with groups of students, and I have received grants to go to Asia and Africa simply to study. As I encountered people’s religious worlds in their home environments, I honed the theoretical and historical descriptions of those religions that I had learned previously.

        The idea for this book was suggested to me in January 1992, while I was riding on the upper level of a bus making its way through the streets of Singapore. I was there with a group of students for a month-long study of world religions and ministry alongside Singapore Youth for Christ. On that occasion one of my students said that I knew so much about world religions, I should write a book. I began to think that, well, maybe she was right. I had acquired a lot of knowledge, though in retrospect it was not nearly as much as I would learn in the following years. So I began to think seriously about what would eventually become this book, and I will be grateful forever to InterVarsity Press for taking a chance on this idea as well as to the students from that trip, some of whom spoke up on my behalf when meeting with one of the editors in person at a conference.

      

      
      
        INTERRELIGIOUS ENCOUNTERS AS

          OPPORTUNITIES FOR EVANGELISM

        The discussion in this book proceeds from an evangelical Christian perspective, which sees interreligious encounters as opportunities for sharing the gospel of redemption. Consequently, this book goes beyond descriptions and summaries and identifies points of contact and cultural opportunities for gaining a hearing for the Christian gospel. Such an evangelical purpose requires an understanding of how a religion is lived out in real life, not just the “official” version of the religion as presented in authorized books. History, scriptures, and theology are all indispensable for gaining an understanding of a religion, but the actual practice of a religion may differ from what has been written about it. I once heard a longtime missionary to Islamic countries bemoan the fact that many missionaries arrived in the country well-schooled in the five pillars of Islam but woefully unaware of how Islam works in the everyday lives of its adherents. In this book I try to do justice not only to the theoretical-historical side of the religion but also to practical issues such as worship practices, festivals, and home observances.

        Each chapter concludes with a section that begins “So You Meet a . . .” In it I discuss what to expect from encounters with adherents of the religion and how to proceed with attempts at evangelism. I make no claims for comprehensiveness. My remarks should not be seen as recipes or simple methods for winning souls. They do explain how to avoid making blunders, some of them based on my own mistakes.

        After a lot of thinking back and forth, I have chosen still not to include a chapter on Christianity. I do not wish to imply that Christianity is not a religion or that it does not function as such. Of course, it is and it does. But this survey assumes a Christian starting point and a basically Christian audience. A chapter on Christianity would inevitably be patronizing—excessive for those who know it, insufficient for those who do not. So, it seemed best to me to forgo the undertaking. Nevertheless, a few words need to be said about Christianity in order to clarify allusions that will occur repeatedly in this book.

        As I have already indicated, my own theological orientation is evangelical, by which I mean that there are some tenets that these discussions will assume. First, Christianity is based on a revelation from God—the Bible—which consequently must be treated as truthful and authoritative. Rightly understood, the Bible declares the will of God on matters of religion (as well as on any other matters, e.g., historical accounts, concerning which it may make affirmations). Christian theology is an accurate representation of God’s will exactly insofar as it conforms to the biblical revelation.

        Second, Jesus Christ is the Son of God. God entered history personally in Christ, who combines in himself a fully divine nature as well as a genuinely human nature. His life began with his birth to a virgin in Bethlehem, ended temporarily with his crucifixion, and culminated with his bodily resurrection and ascension to heaven.

        Third, human beings in their present nature are alienated from God and need redemption. God made provision for this need in the atoning death of Christ. A human person needs to trust in Christ by personal faith in order to experience salvation. This faith is the only means of salvation that God has disclosed.

        Fourth, Christians should relate to other religions on the basis of sacrificial love. We must never forget that we are not saved by piety, but only by God’s grace. This same grace ought to be disclosed to the world by our lives and our speech. Divine revelation forbids the use of political or physical coercion in promoting Christianity, but it demands that Christians love the world selflessly and sacrificially. This love expresses itself in an empathic understanding of other people, humanitarian projects, and a consistent witness to God’s redemptive plan. All references to Christianity in this book assume this viewpoint.

      

      
      

        TRUTH AND SALVATION

        For each of the religions discussed further on, I will provide some ideas on how the Christian gospel addresses people who are part of that religion, and what we can do to help them see the gospel more clearly. Such advice is premised on the conviction that the people of other religions need to hear the gospel and respond to it because the gospel is true. Jesus said, “You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” (John 8:32). Let us proceed a little further in reflecting on the truth of Christianity.

        Many people think that all religions are true in their own way. A serious study of world religions will make it pretty clear that it cannot be the actual content of various religions that leads people to think such a thing, because the teachings of many faiths are mutually exclusive. There is a large diversity among the religions, and logically they exclude each other. Instead, I think the impact of seeing the commitment and sincerity of their adherents leads people to question whether Christianity alone is true. In some religions, the commitment to help other people in need, regardless of the faith of those suffering—as we see it in Christianity and in Christian-derived cultures—seems to play an important role. Some people practice their religion with as much devotion as Christians do theirs, and they cherish their religion as much as many Christians do, in certain cases perhaps even more so. As I have researched religions and encountered people of different religions around the globe, I have found that the overwhelming majority of people love their religion, love to talk about it, and are convinced that it is true.

        As mentioned earlier, living in a world in which many different religions exist side by side is different from older times in European-derived settings when maybe just one Christian denomination was dominant in a particular area, and it was easy to see all other beliefs through the lenses of that one particular faith. But now we live, attend school, and work with people who believe very different things, and we cannot help but see that they are just as convinced of the truth of their beliefs as we are of ours. So how does a Christian—or for that matter, anyone who believes anything—make sense of this large number of faiths, each of whose adherents appear to manifest roughly an equal amount of commitment and sincerity as Christians do?

        Truth. As we relate Christianity to other religions, we need to be sure that we are responding to the right questions. If we merely ask whether Christianity is different from other religions, the answer is clearly “yes,” but that would be the case for all religions. Zoroastrianism is different from Buddhism, Daoism is different from Judaism, and Christianity is different from all four (and more). Perhaps we could say that Christianity is better than other religions, but that statement can only hold up if the Christian message is true, while that of others are not. Furthermore, the expression “better” implies that there must be some feature of Christianity versus other religions that it is “better” than theirs, a judgment that could not stand up without qualifications. For example, Buddhism can claim to be better than other religions in showing the way to Nirvana, and that statement would be correct if its teachings on Nirvana were true. But in Christianity achieving Nirvana is not a goal at all, because, according to Christian teaching, there is no such thing as Nirvana. Christianity is not true because it has a better message of salvation, but it has a better message of salvation because it is true.

        When we as Christians talk about the uniqueness of salvation in Christ, we are doing so from the standpoint that Christianity is true, and we need to keep the question of truth separate from the matter of salvation. In-depth discussions of the truth of Christianity are the subject of Christian apologists, as exemplified by the monumental work of Douglas Groothuis.2 In this book, we will bring up several questions from the perspective of Christian theology:

        
          	
            1. Is Christianity true?

          

          	
            2. Are other religions true?

          

          	
            3. Do other religions contain truth?

          

        

        Salvation. A second concern, which is different even though it is closely related, has to do with the issue of salvation. More specifically, we need to be clear on whether it is necessary to have explicit, conscious faith in Jesus Christ in order to be saved. Thus, a corresponding second set of questions would be:

        
          	
            4. Does Christianity save?

          

          	
            5. Do other religions save?

          

          	
            6. Do other religions contribute to salvation?

          

        

        As we set out to give some brief answers to these six questions, we need to realize that in many writings, the questions of truth and salvation are often combined, causing a lot of confusion. From about the middle of the twentieth century on, scholars have recognized three main patterns to classify truth and salvation in religions other than their own: pluralism, inclusivism, and exclusivism. Pluralism is the view that all religions are equally true. Exclusivism is its very opposite, namely the view that only one religion is true and that all others are false. Inclusivism attempts to bridge the gap between the two by claiming that only one religion is actually true, but that people who practice other religions are actually included in the benefits of the one true religion, even though they do not know it.

      

      
      
        PLURALISM

        Pluralism, as mentioned above, contends that all religions are true. But how can one possibly entertain such a belief? One might conceivably hold that all religions are equally beneficial to their adherents, but even then, not only does such a subjective assertion seem to be highly dubious, it also would be impossible to verify. As you will discover very quickly when you read about the different religions covered in this book, there is no significant central core that all religions share. I will use Christianity and Hinduism as examples for now.

        
          	
            Insofar as religions attempt to deal with some kind of a problem that is besetting humanity, Hinduism addresses the idea that human beings must suffer through uncountable numbers of reincarnations, while Christianity sees the main issue as our alienation from God due to our sinfulness.

          

          	
            The goal for Christianity is to be reconciled to God and to spend eternity in heaven with him, while in Hinduism the goal is to escape from this world and escape from the cycle of reincarnation.

          

          	
            In Christianity the means of salvation are by grace through faith, whereas in Hinduism there are many ways of attaining release, including some based on works and some based on mystical realization.

          

        

        So, as we can see already, many times the problems, goals, and means in religions are clearly not only different, but mutually exclusive. Thus, the idea that we have only one life in which to find salvation in Christ cannot be true at the same time as that we have billions of lifetimes in which to achieve enlightenment. So, in order to accept that all religions are true, one only has two options. For one, it is always possible to assert, though not to rationally believe, that truth does not really mean “truth” in its common sense—namely, “what corresponds to reality”—but something purely subjective. Truth then becomes “truth-for-me” or “a belief I find attractive” in which case it is no longer possible to have a coherent discussion about the truth of religious beliefs.

        The other possibility for pluralism is to change the actual content of religions. We can either add or subtract essential doctrines and then marvel at how all religions turn out to be so much alike. Of course, all things in the universe, both physical and mental, are identical if we ignore the differences.

        Modern-day pluralists frequently combine both criteria; they make truth out to no more than a subjective preference by people, and, furthermore, they advocate that there must be a common core to all religions, though very few religious people are aware of it. Even though this core belief may not even be recognizable externally, it alone would be what makes a religion true. Consequently, any religion can be thought of as “true” because it harbors this alleged mysterious core, frequently imposed on it by a Western scholar.

        There have been several famous attempts in the twentieth century to identify such a core for all religions. For example, the philosopher and theologian John Hick has advocated that all religions are ways of making it possible for people to move from self-centeredness to “Reality-centeredness.”3 From the outside, religions seem to have little in common, deep underneath their overt beliefs and practices there lies the “Real,” and all of the superficial aspects of the religion actually disguise the fact that in the final analysis the religion does nothing more or nothing less than bringing people into contact with the “Real.” Thus, a Christian might say that he worships Jesus and has received salvation from him, while a Buddhist may say that he emulates the Buddha and is attempting to find enlightenment similar to that of the Buddha, but, according to Hick’s analysis, they are actually unaware of the fact that, despite their specific claims which appear to be mutually exclusive, they are both doing nothing more than relating to the “Real.” The believers in question are, of course, highly unlikely to have an inkling that this is what they are doing. The “Real” itself is not knowable directly, and they wouldn’t know about it since they have not read the writings of John Hick. The “Real” is beyond all words and concepts, and all that people can do is to point to its existence, but they cannot actually specify what it is in human terms.

        In one sense, Hick’s proposal does what he intends it to do, namely, to provide a mechanism by which it is possible to say that all religions are true. However, the price tag of Hick’s supposed success is far too high. In the process of attempting to uphold the truth of all religions, he really demolishes the truth of each religion and forces it to conform to his imaginary pattern. In order to qualify as true under Hick’s criteria, a religion first of all has to give up everything that is distinctive about it and acknowledge that it is actually just an instance of Hick’s model of people relating to the “Real.” In an apt illustration, Stephen Heim likens such attempts to “a face photographed inside a boardwalk cutout.”4 In case some of my readers are not familiar with boardwalk cutouts, think of digital pictures in which each person’s face is pasted onto otherwise identical bodies.

        Come to think of it, Hick’s so-called pluralism is really a form of inclusivism because the validity of each religion depends on it being included under the constraints of Hick’s belief system, or maybe I should even say that it is an exclusivism since only those religions for which it’s possible to transform into Hick’s caricature are acceptable under this model. Only those religions that arose around the fifth or sixth centuries BC or later qualify.

      

      
      
        INCLUSIVISM

        Inclusivism is the view that there is actually only one true religion, but that other religions are either imperfect versions of it, or that adherents of other religions, even though they may not know it, actually receive the benefits of that one prototype religion. A famous example of inclusivism in the context of Christianity was provided by the twentieth century Jesuit theologian Karl Rahner who claimed that all people, even those who may not be religious, let alone those who are seriously pursuing a religion, are “anonymous Christians” insofar as they are truly devoted to their convictions and their humanity.5 Similarly, many Hindus contend that we are all actually pursuing the same goal even though those of us who are not Hindus do not realize that this is what we are doing. Thus, to stick with the same jargon, we could all be called “anonymous Hindus.”

        This is not the place to argue out all of the theological ramifications for the possibility of an inclusivist view within Christianity or, for that matter, within other religions, because they have a tendency to go far beyond the content of the religion as it has been traditionally understood.6 The problem with any scheme of this sort is ultimately the same as that of the so-called pluralism of Hick and others: it simply does not work. First of all, there is a genuine logical problem with the idea that some people believe something even though they do not know that they believe it. Second, inclusivism dishonors the integrity of any particular religion. It declares to the believers of a particular religion that they are actually ignorant of what they believe, and that, if they would only get informed, they would have to recognize their actual belief in the supposed prototype religion. Third, inclusivism is also thinly disguised exclusivism because it is based on the premise that the prototype religion is the only one true religion, and that the others are true only to the extent that they chime in with the prototype religion, but false in all other respects.

      

      
      

        EXCLUSIVISM

        The fact of the matter is, as Stephen Heim recognizes “it would seem that religious traditions are simply, descriptively exclusivist.”7 Regardless of how inclusive or tolerant any tradition may present itself, its believers still think that their religion is, if not the only true one, at least the best one. Take, for example, the pronouncements made by the Dalai Lama, the head of Tibetan Buddhism. In his eloquent acceptance speech of the Nobel Peace Prize he averred, “I believe all religions pursue the same goals, that [sic] of cultivating human goodness and bringing happiness to all human beings. Though the means may appear different, the ends are the same.”8

        However, we need to see a statement such as the above as an attempt to build an imaginary bridge to people of other religions.9 The Dalai Lama knows as well as anyone that, when it comes right down to it, the means and ends of Buddhism are distinct from those of other religions. In other circumstances he confided,

        
          Liberation in which “a mind that understands the sphere of reality annihilates all defilements in the sphere of reality” is a state that only Buddhists can accomplish. This kind of moksha or nirvana is only explained in the Buddhist scriptures, and is achieved only through Buddhist practices.10

        

        Thus, we cannot get away from the question of truth and falsehood. Not only do religions see themselves as the best and truest implicitly, but many religions, such as Christianity, Islam, or, say, Nichiren Shoshu Buddhism, make explicit exclusivist claims. For Christians, the decisive statement is the well-known Bible verse, John 14:6: “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” That invitation is open to anyone.

        Here are my answers to the six questions above:

        
          	
            1. Is Christianity true? Yes, and, as I just stated above, Christianity makes exclusive truth claims. Thus, for someone evaluating the truth of Christianity, there are only so many options. It can be true, in which case it is exclusively true, or it can be false. The one thing it cannot be is both exclusively true and one of several valid ways to God.

          

          	
            2. Are other religions true? I am now looking at the belief systems as a whole and have to conclude that this is just not possible. If any one religion is true, even if it does not make exclusive truth claims, any other religion that is inconsistent with it must be false. This is simple logic. A topic of chapter one is how people, rather than simply submitting to God, wanted to have more of a hand in controlling their lives, and so fell away from monotheism into other forms of religion. They filled the capacity that God has given us to have fellowship with him with fictions, speculations, and counterfeits, which went into many directions that are impossible to equate with each other.

          

          	
            3. Do other religions contain truths? Of course they do. As you will see as you study the various religions in this book, other religions may contain simple factual truths (e.g., people want to know what happens after they die), spiritual truths (e.g., there is a God), and even wisdom (e.g., by putting our own interests ahead of caring for others, we are ultimately harming ourselves). Still, containing truths does not mean that the entire set of beliefs is true.

          

          	
            4. Does Christianity save? Of course not. No religion can save a person. Human beings are saved by God, specifically as he became incarnate in the person of Jesus Christ and reconciled himself to us by his atoning death and resurrection. Belonging socially to the religion that we call Christianity per se does not provide salvation. To be saved requires personal faith in Christ (Romans 10:9-10).

          

          	
            5. Do other religions save? What I just said about Christianity as religion goes even more for the practice of any other religion. But there is another variable here. As you will see as you progress in the book, insofar as other religions even have a concept of redemption, it is very different from what Christians mean by it. Consequently, it would be utterly incoherent to claim that other religions with their different concepts and goals can bring about salvation in the biblical sense.

          

          	
            6. Do other religions contribute to salvation? Here the answer can only be yes if we think of an indirect contribution. Just as the apostle Paul stated that the purpose of the law was to show up our sinfulness so that we will come to Christ, we can say that other religions (and, for that matter, truncated forms of Christianity that dispense with the need for personal faith) demonstrate the futility of attempting to live life without the one true God. In the study of world religions, we find evidence for the claim that right from the start of human history, people recognized a single God and subsequently veered away from him. A return to God can be a first step in finding the truth of the gospel.11

          

        

      

      
      
        ORIGINAL MONOTHEISM

        The discussion in this book is oriented toward original monotheism, the idea that all religion began with God—the Creator and the Revealer. I will describe this theory further in chapter one. This orientation may seem natural for an evangelical Christian, but I believe that it is also a conclusion founded on solid evidence. It is worth noting that many books dismiss the best-known scholarly proponent of this theory, Wilhelm Schmidt, in an offhand manner for his religious convictions while dogmatically propagating developmental assumptions that have long been disproven.

        This theoretical starting point has also influenced how the religions treated in this book have been selected and arranged. The clearly monotheistic traditions, Judaism and Islam, lead the way. Baha’i, originally an offshoot of Islam, is monotheistic as well. Zoroastrianism also represents an attempt to recapture the monotheistic point of view, which took hold only after several false starts. I give broad coverage to two traditional religions, African and Native American. Both areas are hosts to many beliefs in spirits and ghosts, but there are also tribal cultures that do worship a single Creator God. Focusing on the religions of Asia, we see that the precursor of Hinduism, the religion of the prehistoric Aryans, may have had some monotheistic roots. Hinduism provides an ongoing demonstration of how much variety a religion can accommodate. Even belief systems that are now considered religions in their own right—Buddhism, Sikhism, and Jainism—are direct outgrowths of the Hindu heritage. Finally, we look at the two major Asian syntheses, Chinese popular religion and Japanese religious culture, which combine elements of the Indic tradition (particularly schools of Buddhism) with local concepts. What we know of the Chinese heritage begins with the worship of a single god in the sky. There is virtually no memory of a monotheistic legacy in the Japanese synthesis, with which we conclude.

        Some features in this book come from my many years of teaching a course on world religions (which had eventually become a two-course sequence). Each chapter concludes with study questions that students can use to test their understanding of the discussion. Years of suggesting term paper topics have led me to add a list of such ideas to each chapter. Finally, I have provided a small bibliography for each religion. This listing is obviously not intended to be comprehensive (how could it be?) or necessarily up to date (but then, few libraries are); instead, these are some of the more useful sources a student might find in his or her library that provide an entryway into further study of the subject.

        I have rearranged some of the materials and placed them where they fit more logically. For example, there is no need for two in-depth accounts of rites of passage. There are also two innovations.

        One is an opening vignette connected to the religion followed by a more detailed depiction at the end of the chapter before the “So You Meet a . . .” sections. The idea is to bring together various points I have described in general terms earlier and show how they can apply in real-life cases.

        I have also added a set of discussion questions for each chapter. I am assuming that the students and their instructors are Christians and that they are sufficiently mature to recognize the impact of other religions on us, so they can find themes and discussion points that we can analyze or even debate.

        And now, some features of what we call religion.
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  RELIGION

  Study and Practice

  
    
      World Population: 8 billion1

      Professing Christians: 2.4 billion

Religious Non-Christians: 3.7 billion

    

  

  
    
      SPENCER AND GILLEN

      
        
          [image: A headshot of a man in a suit with a thick, bushy mustache. He wears a stern expression.]

          
            Figure 1.1. W. Baldwin Spencer

          

        

        
          [image: A headshot of a man in a suit with a thick mustache and long sideburns. He is balding on top.]

          
            Figure 1.2. Frank J. Gillen

          

        

        In 1899 two Australian explorers, W. Baldwin Spencer and Frank J. Gillen, published a book about their encounter with the Arrernte, a tribe in Australia, whose culture they considered to be so underdeveloped that they did not even have a religion.2 Many scholars were delighted to hear of their alleged discovery. They used it as evidence for the idea that religion is one of many aspects of human culture that evolved alongside material and intellectual growth. In order to evaluate Spencer and Gillen’s supposed discovery, we must first be clear on what we mean by religion.

      

    

    

      WHAT IS RELIGION?

      This introductory chapter will explore the meaning of religion in general and certain common aspects of religion. It raises the question of how religion originated by looking at two broad options: (1) religion as a part of human culture that evolved from the belief in ghosts and spirits and (2) religion based on the belief in one God who created the world and revealed himself. It will also identify a few attributes that seem to recur in many religious societies.

      We can picture a Friday afternoon prayer service in a mosque—the house of worship of Islam. The men of the community have assembled and are sitting in loose rows on the rug-covered floor in front of a pulpit from which an imam preaches instructions on how to live a life that is pleasing to God. A number of women, though fewer than men, are sitting on a balcony, out of view of the men. At the end of the sermon all believers stand up, forming exact rows that face the niche at the front of the hall that points in the direction of Mecca. In unison they go through the prescribed postures of standing, bowing, and prostrating themselves as they recite their prayer of devotion. This picture confirms the common notion that religion focuses on the worship of God.

      Now let us picture a Japanese Zen master addressing a group of American college students on a field trip. “Look beyond words and ideas,” he tells them. “Lay aside what you think you know about God; it can only mislead you. Accept life as it is. When it rains, I get wet. When I am hungry, I eat.” Is this religion?

      Mary, an American college student, is not affiliated with any organized religion; in fact, she blames religion for much of what is wrong with the world today. But she is full of high ideals and has committed her life to the service of humanity. After graduation she plans to spend a few years in the Peace Corps and then reside in a poverty-stricken area of America where she can assist disadvantaged people in learning to lead a better life. In order to carry out this task to its fullest, Mary is already limiting her own personal belongings and is not planning to get married or raise a family. Could it be that, despite her assertion to the contrary, she is really practicing a religion?

      
        [image: A number of Muslim men in the temple kneel on the floor atop an elaborately patterned carpet and pray together.]

        
          Figure 1.3. Muslim prayer is directed to one God, a straightforward understanding of religion

        

      

      You don’t have to be able to give a precise definition for a word to use it correctly and make yourself understood. Dictionaries typically provide several numbered meanings for a term, and religion is no exception. This fact does not mean that we do not have a fairly good idea of what people mean when they use the word “religion.” Our minds may immediately turn to ideas such as worship, gods, rituals, or ethics. It is extremely unlikely that anyone would associate religion with baseball, roast beef, or the classification of insects. However, in a case such as this one, when the very application of the term is disputed, it becomes necessary to delineate some boundaries to its meaning.

      For example, a definition focusing on gods, spirits, and the supernatural may be too narrow. There are forms of Buddhism and Jainism (chapters ten and eleven, respectively) whose scriptures are downright hostile to the idea of a Creator God. Yet are we prepared to deny that Buddhism is a religion? I think not. One simple reason is that most people who call themselves Buddhists do, in fact, engage in activities that we would call “worship” or “veneration,” regardless of what the more abstractly inclined leadership may say. And even Zen, although it ultimately wants to go beyond gods and spirits, accepts them as populating the world from which we must liberate ourselves (see the section on Zen in chapter ten). What we call a religion in those cases is a large framework of beliefs that gives a person’s life meaning and purpose. Both Buddhism and Jainism, regardless of the relevance of spirit beings in their practice, still promote a certain view of the world and the human person’s place in it. So, a tentative definition could be, A religion is a set of core values or beliefs that provides meaning and coherence to a person’s life.

      But is it legitimate to turn this assessment around and say that whenever people are committed to a set of core values that give their life meaning, they are practicing a religion? If so, then Mary, the woman who is devoting her life to the service of others, could conceivably be considered as an example of someone practicing a humanistic religion. However, a member of an organized crime group may also follow some values, albeit very different ones: money, domination, power, and so forth. Surely, we don’t want to call observing the standards of organized crime a “religion.” It does not follow from the fact that religion supplies core values that wherever there are core values, there must be a religion.

      In order to qualify as religious, the core values may not just be a part of everyday life, such as accumulating a lot of money, even if they are an important part of someone’s life. I consider it to be important that I brush my teeth every day, but that fact does not make me an adherent of a tooth-brushing religion. Someone may focus his entire life on the pursuit of wealth, but metaphors notwithstanding, that fact does not imply that earning a lot of money is his religion; in fact, it would be rejected by many people as contrary to religion. Whatever the core values of everyday life may be, they cannot give meaning to life if they are just a part of life itself. In order to qualify as religious, the values originate beyond the details of ordinary life.

      The feature of religion that directs us beyond the mundane is called transcendence. Transcendence can come to us in many different ways, through supernatural agencies or through metaphysical principles (for example, the “greatest good” or the “first cause”), an ideal, a place, or an awareness, to mention just some of the possibilities. Thus, the definition could become, A religion is a system of beliefs that directs a person toward transcendence and, thus, provides meaning and coherence to a person’s life.

      And yet, this definition may still need refining. Let us return to Mary, our idealistic person, who is dedicating her life to the service of humanity. By her own statement, she does not want to be classified as religious, though, in the way that people talk today, she might be willing to accept the notion that, even though she is not religious, she exhibits a certain amount of “spirituality.”

      Not too long ago, one would have been hard pressed to try to make such a distinction plausible. Doesn’t one have to be religious in order to be spiritual? How can it be possible to have faith without belonging to one of the traditional faiths? But those questions are no longer irrelevant, let alone meaningless. At least in a Western, English-speaking context, this distinction has become important. I remember not too long ago seeing an interview with a well-known actress on television, in which she declared that she was not religious, but that she believed in a deep spirituality, which became especially apparent to her as she gazed into the eyes of animals. (This book will not try to make sense out of such observations.)

      So, to become a little bit more technical, what could be the difference between religion and “spirituality”? The answer is that religion also involves some external features, no matter how small, which have meaning only for the sake of the religious belief and would be unnecessary in other contexts. This factor is called the cultus of the religion. For example, contemporary Protestant Christianity in the United States is associated with a specific cultus. In general, believers gather on Sunday morning in especially designated buildings, sit on chairs or benches (rather than kneel), sing special songs either out of hymnals or as projected on a screen, pray with their eyes closed, and listen to a professional minister speak about a passage in their holy book, the Bible. These items are not meant to be obligatory or an exhaustive description, but they are typical for the American Protestant Christian cultus. The point is that religion comes with a cultus, whereas spirituality, as used today, is a purely personal and private matter that need not show up in any external manner.

      This suggests one more amendment to a definition of religion: A religion is a system of beliefs that by practicing its cultus directs a person toward transcendence and, thus, provides meaning and coherence to a person’s life.

      This definition surmounts the difficulties pointed out above. Needless to say, it is still very vague, but that is the nature of religion.

    

    
    
      SPECULATIONS ON THE ORIGIN OF RELIGIONS

      Certain figures, in particular Sir James G. Frazer and E. B. Tylor in England and Augustus Morgan in the United States, provided some basic patterns of what they believed to have been the origin of religion. They and a number of other people mentioned below based their theories on what they thought must have happened, not on direct observation. The observers, subscribing to their theories, then looked for their instantiations as they met with tribal people. It is common practice by non-Christian anthropologists and scholars of religion to dismiss the observations of Christian observers as obviously skewed by their religious prejudice. The fact of the matter is that the non-Christian explorers definitely had an agenda on behalf of the theoreticians to whom they were paying homage, and that, on the whole, they were motivated by a desire to discredit religion in all of its phases—not just the tribal animistic forms, but also including supposedly higher ones, such as Christianity.

      E. E. Evan-Pritchard, a well-known scholar in his own right, actually stated that this ideological goal had been present right from the beginning in this field of study and was still continuing, not excluding himself.

      
        We should, I think, realize what was the intention of many of these scholars if we are to understand their theoretical constructions. They sought, and found, in primitive religions a weapon which could, they thought, be used with deadly effect against Christianity. If primitive religion could be explained away as an intellectual aberration, as a mirage induced by emotional stress, or by its social function, it was implied that the higher religions could be discredited and disposed of in the same way. . . . Whether they were right or wrong is beside the point which is that the impassioned rationalism of the time has colored their assessment of primitive religions and has given their writings, as we read them today, a flavor of smugness which one may find either irritating or risible.3

      

      It is important for us to know the theories that dominated the discussion at the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth century. Some of the most influential scholars defending a theory on the origin of religion were E. B. Tylor, J. G. Frazer, Herbert Spencer, L. H. Morgan, and John Lubbock Lord Avebury, as well as Andrew Lang before he changed his mind. What they had in common was that they saw religion merely as an aspect of human culture that evolved from a so-called primitive view toward the high enscripturated religions such as Islam, Buddhism, or Christianity.

      Even if it is not accepted anymore as such, the idea that religions developed from very simple beginnings and developed from there to higher levels is a basic underlying presupposition of contemporary scholarship.

      Frazer and magic. J. G. Frazer, in his book The Golden Bough, depicts how allegedly prehistorical human beings started to practice magic.4 Magic is considered to be a tool used by human beings to change various objects or events in the world. It presupposes a kind of spiritual force that is intrinsic to the world and can be manipulated to achieve various ends. There are rituals associated with magic, and in many societies only a select few people are designated to be experts in it.

      Going beyond Frazer, scholars wanted to give this magical force a name, so they called it mana, the term used for it by Melanesians, which became its standard label among religion scholars. It has its counterpart in other places of the world. For example, some Native American tribes use the term wakan. For Frazer and others who followed this direction, the most important point to understand was that, according to their view, this force was impersonal.5 One could compare it in some ways to electricity. A current may flow through a wire and, if you know how to connect it properly, you can use its energy for your purposes. As a matter of fact, in Thai Buddhist temples, you can see strings attached to a statue of the Buddha, which are intended to convey the Buddha’s spiritual power to other deities or parts of the temple, similar to an electric cord. However, Buddhism would not be considered as representative of primal culture by Frazer and his followers.

      
      
        [image: Various Buddha statues of different sizes. A series of strings connects some statues to others.]

        
          Figure 1.4. The power of this Thai Buddha statue is conducted to other objects via strings

        

      

      In cultures with a strong sense of mana, the goal is for people to make use of this power for their welfare, frequently at the direction of an expert. The key for making it work lies in the technique being used. If someone should try to make use of mana, and the end result does not turn out to be as he had hoped, the fault lies entirely with the human being. If only he had prepared himself properly and carried out the rituals correctly, the desired result would have come about. Mana has no will of its own.

      Mana or its equivalent can be more concentrated in some places than in others. It may have a stronger presence in certain objects. That means that those objects will be treated with great care and protected as much as possible. This phenomenon is visible in Native American cultures, where observers encounter sacred “bundles.” A bundle may belong to an individual person, a family, clan, or the entire tribe. What objects are contained within the bundle may differ from tribe to tribe; sometimes it is something that a youth found on his vision quest to gain a name (see chapter eight). The point is that in those groups there are objects that have a large amount of power; they are called “fetishes,” and fetishes can be used as tools in applying magic. For example, a fetish may lead a person to a future spouse.

      In short, in a general description, magic is something performed by human beings. An unseen force can be recognized and implemented by someone who has learned how to harness it.

      However, if mana or some similar magic force is considered to be an intrinsic part of the world in which we live, it is not transcendent, and, thus, people whose worldview centers entirely around mana and magic were considered to be pre-religious by Frazer and others. Mana is a natural force, not a supernatural one. A German scholar, K. Th. Preuß, at one time endorsed this view, and, according to his account, the early humans who thought that they could manipulate the world with magic were suffering from a condition he called “primitive stupidity” (Urdummheit).6 Once they realized that it didn’t work, they turned to religion with its greater supernatural power. For Frazer a culture that did not worship supernatural beings was not religious.

      Tylor and Animism. E. B. Tylor disagreed with Frazer insofar as he asserted that a culture that recognized spirits and paid attention to them was already religious. He put forward the idea that religion began with the form called animism and that all further developments are merely expansions of this view.7 Animism sees the entire world as populated by spirits. These spirits are personal beings; they can be pictured as human beings without bodies. Paradoxically, when they appear to people, they not only look as though they had bodies but also wear clothes.8

      What Tylor and his followers advocated was that in an animistic setting, spirits are said to inhabit the entire world. There are nature spirits that may live in trees, rivers, mountains, rocks, and other attention-getting places. Or, better, those places are where they may have a stronger or larger presence, but it is not really ever possible to leave them entirely behind.

      There are so-called ancestor spirits, the souls of the living/dead. The common term, ancestors, is not necessarily the most accurate one. Technically, in order to be an ancestor, one must have left progeny, but that’s not really a requirement to belong to this group. An unmarried aunt or uncle may still receive the same treatment as one’s grandmother. The important point is that after death the soul of a person does not disappear but stays around a family or village. Among the various kinds of spirits, ancestors are some of the most demanding. They want to remain a part of the family, the clan, or the village. Thus, they wish to have their presence recognized, and frequently they need to be included in family matters. In those cases, they may need to be fed and perhaps even given other objects that will help them succeed in whatever world they occupy now. Spirits often get angry and cause trouble if the people in charge do not perform their duties. In quite a few animistic societies, spirits get particularly annoyed if they are not informed of important events in a person’s life. If you are getting married, you had better tell your deceased grandfather and, to do it really right, invite him to the wedding. Do not take on a new job without the blessings of your late grandmother.

      There are household spirits that may live in the threshold of the entrance to a dwelling. It is fairly common to recognize spirits in the cooking area or, in more sophisticated settings, the kitchen. Successful agriculture depends on the cooperation of the spirits of the field. In short, spirits are everywhere and require various services as developed by their home culture.

      
        [image: A shrine with a structure resembling a temple with an elaborate roof.]

        
          Figure 1.5. Thai Buddhist spirit house in Bangkok, Thailand

        

      

      However, these spirits should not be confused with gods. They are not superior, let alone supreme, beings. The main difference between spirits and living human beings is that they are not encumbered by bodies and, therefore, cannot be seen and can go into places we cannot access. As mentioned above, they often require food and drink, information, and other comforts. They depend on information from living people. Some spirits may be downright evil, while others may be extremely good and kind. For the most part, though, speaking in general terms, spirits are like human beings: happy when they are treated properly and unhappy when they do not receive their due. People respect them and revere them; sometimes they fear them; but they do not worship them. In order to say that someone worships, the object of worship must be considered to be greater in their attributes than human beings; spirits—according to this classification—are not greater than us, just different.

      
        [image: Outdoors, a woman and a man sit across from each other at a small, flimsy table. The woman, her chin propped in her hands, sits on a stool. The man sits on a plastic chair.]

        
          Figure 1.6. Chinese woman consulting a street-side fortune teller

        

      

      This description of animism fits many cultures. However, in the hands of E. B. Tylor there is an additional idea to consider, namely, the idea that animism is the first stage in the evolution of religion. Or is it actually the only form of religion? It certainly looks as though there are religions that seem to have surpassed animism. However, Tylor argued that this is not the case. Gods, in his view, are spirits that have been ballooned into much bigger and better spirits, but that is all there is to them.

      Thus, in Tylor’s view, it may be the case that an animistic culture particularly values the ancestor spirit of a famous chief, and as people talk about him, the accounts endow him with increasingly greater powers, so that he is described with exceptional qualities and receives worship as a god. At the same time, similar honorifics are applied to other spirits and polytheism develops.

    

    
    
      THE EVOLUTIONARY APPROACH

      What unites the people mentioned so far is that they bought into the larger scheme of the evolution of religion. For them, religion is something with a purely human origin, which developed from an extremely simplistic beginning to more sophisticated beliefs and practices.

      There are three theoretical and methodological assumptions underlying this judgment.

      First, religion is an aspect of human culture, which must be understandable without reference to actual supernatural powers. There is no question that the advocates of some of these views would protest vehemently that they were not out to undermine religious traditions, but that they were only applying scientific methodology to their investigation. However, such a protest would be hollow because scientific methodology in their view demanded the exclusion of the reality of any spiritual powers. We saw this above in the quotation by E. E. Evans-Pritchard, where he disclosed that an antisupernatural bent was a part of their presuppositions.

      Second, religion began on a very primitive and childlike level from which it evolved to greater and greater levels of complexity. It cannot be overemphasized sufficiently that the intellectual world from the early nineteenth century on was philosophically committed to a belief in biological and cultural evolution. Charles Darwin’s contribution was significant insofar as he provided an apparently factual basis for this intellectual belief. However, to mention a specific example, the sociologist Herbert Spencer had already coined the phrase “survival of the fittest” as a part of a theory of evolution that he invented prior to Darwin. The drawback to the theories of people like H. Spencer was that they lacked the biological instantiations which Darwin was able to accumulate thanks to his travels. A dogmatic conviction that human beings and their culture were evolving was accepted already. In many circles, particularly in England, the only question was what the sequence of the evolution of religious stages looked like and what the mechanism was that made it possible.

      Third, religion as practiced among the least developed cultures in the world today must be closest to the religion of early human beings. This assumption appears to be rather tentative. Wouldn’t it be just as likely that particular human cultures have oscillated between highly developed and less-developed stages? But actually, despite its initially questionable appearance, the assumption has a fairly high degree of plausibility. There is little or no evidence for widespread regression of physical human cultures. For example, there don’t seem to be any cultures that went from having pottery to abandoning it except when under duress, or that discarded flint arrowheads in favor of going back to sharpened sticks, again unless they were forced to do so after they had attained a more sophisticated level. Therefore, it is not an unreasonable assumption that materially lower cultures should also reflect a lower range of intellectual culture. As we shall see below, this assumption actually wound up working against theories of the evolution of religion.

      Given these presuppositions, a sequence of stages emerged in the writings of the religious evolutionists. What I am presenting here is a generalized version abstracted from numerous particular theories. But the basic pattern—that people believed in spirits before they believed in gods or that monotheism was preceded by polytheism—was shared by all advocates of an evolution of religion. Furthermore, even though it is unfashionable today to subscribe to a formal theory of the evolution of religion, the basic assumption that religion began with an animistic-like awareness before it grew into more complex forms has remained as a tacit assumption in anthropology and religious studies.

      Keep in mind that these forms of religion indisputably exist in various cultures around the world and throughout most of human history. The distinctiveness of the evolutionary approach is that it categorizes them according to a strict developmental theory. So, a critique of the evolutionary model includes neither the fact that there are various kinds of religions, nor the assumption that the materially least developed cultures give evidence of what the earliest human beings may have believed or practiced. The point of any debate is whether there is a mandatory set of stages through which a religion must pass in its historical development, beginning with magic or animism. Figure 1.7 shows the supposed stages of religions.

      
        [image: A pyramid-like diagram. From bottom to top: Mana, Animism, Polytheism, Henotheism, Monotheism. The topmost stage is a question mark.]

        
          Figure 1.7. Hypothetical stages in the evolution of religion

        

      

      Mana and animism. In the discussion of animism and magic, there is one more important consideration. Moving up on this hypothetical pyramid, belief in finite spirits and magic is not abandoned. Even strongly monotheistic religions, such as Islam and Christianity, maintain the reality of angels and demons, though they discourage their worship.

      Magic is also found in so-called higher forms of religion when people try to manipulate spiritual powers for their benefit. A corollary to this practice is the idea that people who did not perform the correct technique may very likely miss out on certain benefits or blessings. Occasionally there arise certain fashionable practices even within Christendom based on the notion that if you make a pilgrimage to a certain place or if you regularly repeat a scripted prayer, you will receive certain blessings from God that would otherwise not be yours. In keeping with the technical definition as used by scholars of religion, these fads are properly considered to be magic (and not based on any biblical injunction).

      Polytheism. Still continuing with describing the evolutionary scheme, at some point in the history of human culture, a transition was made from venerating finite spirits to worshiping gods. The distinction is primarily a qualitative one. Whereas spirits are at best only somewhat more capable than human beings, gods are vastly superior. They have quite a bit more power and knowledge than any human being, sometimes verging on being infinite in their capabilities. Since this stage recognizes many gods, it is referred to as poly (many) theism (gods).

      In the evolutionary model, the transition from animism to polytheism may occur in at least three different ways: (1) promoting an exalted ancestor spirit to divine status, (2) promoting nature and household spirits to divine status, and (3) personifying abstract principles.

      
        [image: A small statue of a smiling, elderly bald man with a long white beard. He wears a long flowing robe and holds a fruit in one hand.]

        
          Figure 1.8. The Chinese god of good fortune is one member of the large Daoist pantheon

        

      

      As already mentioned, spirits who had a particularly high standing in life may retain their superior status after death. Usually, ancestor veneration is limited to the family of the departed and does not extend beyond a few generations. However, to mention one example, a powerful and popular chieftain may be adored by his whole tribe for a far longer time and recognized as having superior powers in the process, thus becoming a god. Also, a person who possessed superior powers in life may be venerated after death by people outside of the family as they tap into the figure’s spiritual legacy.

      
        
          
            [image: Large statue of a benevolent woman in long flowing robes and an imperial headdress with beads hanging above her face. She holds an object in each hand, one of which is a stone tablet.]

            
              Figure 1.9. The goddess Mazu, as depicted in this statue from Matsu Islands, Taiwan, is said to protect sailors and fishermen

            

          

          A Chinese legend tells us about a little girl named Lin Moniang, the daughter of a seafaring merchant, whose two sons frequently accompanied him. From an early age on, she manifested strong spiritual powers, which she put to use several times when her father and brothers’ boat was about to sink due to heavy storms. She projected her soul to them and carried them back to shore over the raging sea. Clearly, she was filled with a great amount of “life force” called qi (chi or sometimes xi). When she died, still young and pure, her spirit still answered prayers, particularly those that came from sailors in distress. She became known as Mazu, which can be translated in various ways to express the idea of “exalted grandmother,” that is, a female ancestor of high spiritual standing. Her fame grew quickly and she came to be worshiped as Tian-hau, the “Queen of Heaven.”

        

      

      Animists see various natural phenomena as harboring spirits. Such nature spirits may grow into nature gods. Greater objects are sometimes considered to be inhabited by more powerful spirits. For example, an imposing mountain may be the home of a fearsome god, or weather may be controlled by particularly powerful deities. Since fertility is crucial to survival in agricultural cultures, a goddess of fertility is frequently held responsible for agricultural successes or failures. Similarly, the spirit inhabiting a kitchen may be so important to the life of a family that it becomes transformed into a kitchen god. Thus, the personal spirits of the animistic phase grow into the personal gods of polytheism.

      As societies grow more complex, people may have paid increasing attention to abstract principles like justice and love, which may become identified with a particular god or goddess. In a crisis, the people of that culture might appeal to the divine personage. Other principles could also be personified by divine beings, with or without physical representations.

      The set of gods and goddesses within a particular religion is referred to as its “pantheon.” For example, we can speak of the ancient Greek pantheon (Zeus, Hera, Athena, etc.) or the contemporary Hindu pantheon (Vishnu, Shiva, Kali, etc.). Relationships within a pantheon are frequently characterized by some order that usually includes family relationships (e.g., Zeus is married to Hera) and function (e.g., Indra is an ancient Hindu god of rain and Agni is the god of fire). However, it would be a mistake ever to expect a pantheon to be completely consistent. In many instances, the relationships between the various deities are pretty fluid. Several gods may have similar offices or conflicting relationships. Such a phenomenon occurs frequently when two cultures exist in close communication with each other, and the previous two pantheons are merged into one. In such a situation, a god of one pantheon may become roughly identified with his counterpart in another, but his believers in the original culture may continue their traditional depiction and mythology. A highly visible example of such adaptations is found in South India. As those people incorporated the gods of North India, they maintained many of their South Indian features (see chapter nine).

      Such confusion is consistent with the evolutionary hypothesis, but not uniquely so. No one denies that religions do undergo change. The evolutionary view imposes a strict sequence of mandatory stages, which, when it comes right down to it, is not even replicated in the changes with which we are familiar.

      A special type of god encountered in many pantheons is called a “trickster.” A trickster is not evil, but hypersensitive to how he’s being treated, and he can be malicious if he is offended. He will most likely be nice if he gets his due; if he is in a good mood, he may even mediate between human beings and the other gods. Treat him badly or ignore him, however, and you may have a bad day as he makes sure that he gets your attention.

      Since gods are more powerful and more knowledgeable than spirits, human beings need to acknowledge their superiority and submit to them. These gods are not as easily manipulated as mana or the various kinds of spirits. People may petition them for their favor, but the outcome rests with the will of the gods as well as the technique of the petitioner. Thus, belief in gods ideally replaces magic with worship, which can be defined as recognizing divine beings as superior, submitting to them, and entreating their favor.

      There remains, however, plenty of room for magic for those who are inclined in that direction. Apparent acts of worship take on magical significance when the worshipers believe that following the correct worship practices releases the god’s favor. Yet the gods have their own agendas, and in the end all that the people may be able to do is to submit to them.

      
        [image: The man, wearing a hat and a long-sleeved shirt with gold buttons, holds out a tray with what appears to be a teapot toward a vase of flowers.]

        
          Figure 1.10. This cardboard man with flowers will be ritually burned so as to make someone’s afterlife more beautiful

        

      

      Henotheism. It would be easy to move directly from polytheism to monotheism, but usually an evolutionary scheme inserts a stage between the two. In this stage people recognize many different gods as real, but one god or goddess sticks out as distinctly higher and more important. Henotheism does not deny the existence of many gods, but the cultus focuses primarily on one of them. Henotheistic worship may have a social basis. For instance, a particular tribe, family or profession may be specifically attached to one god, whereas a similar group may be devoted to a different one. Henotheistic worship may also have a geographical basis: one god is thought to have exclusive domain over one specific region, whereas a different one is thought to rule over another area. Finally, individuals may choose to devote themselves to the worship exclusively to one god among various options.

      
        [image: A statue with a ghastly face wears a flower crown and is draped in a flower wreath.]

        
          Figure 1.11. The Hindu goddess Parvati, covered with flower dust, ready to assist her husband Shiva and his devotees

        

      

      During the time of the Old Testament, henotheism was a very common view among the pagan neighbors of Israel. The Bible does not promote that point of view since it teaches monotheism. However, the Bible reports that many people held to a henotheistic understanding. People largely believed that each particular nation and the territory that they inhabited belonged to their god, and the god would have more power to protect them within their homeland. One example of henotheism appears in the Bible in the speech of the Assyrian field commander, reported in Isaiah 37. He interpreted the conflict between the Israelites and the Assyrians as a conflict between their gods and claimed that the god of the Assyrians had already defeated the gods of other nations and would also defeat Yahweh, the God of Israel (he was wrong—see Isaiah 37:36). Another poignant example of henotheism is narrated in 2 Kings 5. After the Aramean commander Naaman was healed of leprosy, he resolved to worship only Yahweh. In order to do so properly once he had returned to his home country, he packed two mule-loads of soil from Israel to take back with him so that Yahweh would feel at home on the ground of his own country.

      Monotheism. The evolutionary model usually views monotheism as the highest step of development. People have finally come to realize that there is only one God. The Italian scholar Rafael Pettazzoni declared that it is impossible to have monotheism unless it has been preceded by polytheism. According to this arbitrary definition, cultures that worship a single god without prior polytheism cannot be labeled as monotheistic, a rather artificial revision of language to serve his purposes.

      According to another, fairly well-known hypothesis, monotheism was first attempted by the Egyptian pharaoh Akhenaten (Amenhotep IV), who tried to substitute the exclusive worship of Aten for the previously held polytheism. This deity was first thought of as the disk of the sun, but then became transformed by him into a purely spiritual supreme being.9 However, this popular idea rests on a misunderstanding of how Egyptian religion worked and what Akhenaten’s goals were. He did not encourage the people of Egypt to worship Aten. This god was his god alone. Akhenaten saw himself as the representative of Aten and, in keeping with Egyptian tradition, intended the people to worship him, the pharaoh. So, he did not so much endorse monotheism as attempt to add weight to Pharaohism.10
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          Figure 1.12. Akhenaten and Nefertiti under the rays of Aten

        

      

      The core of monotheism is the notion that there is only one God, usually described as the Creator of the world and as vastly superior in all respects to any creature. The God of monotheism is the author of moral directives for creation. God alone is God, and God alone is worthy of worship.

      As I pointed out above, a monotheistic religion does not exclude belief in the reality of lesser spiritual beings. It is not surprising, then, that in a culture in which an authentic monotheism is the dominant form of religion, there will be members of the society who occupy themselves with these lesser powers, such as angels, saints, ancestors, and so forth, possibly even more than with the worship of the Supreme God. These practices are often defended on the basis of a semantic distinction: people worship God and only venerate the lesser beings. This difference may seem arbitrary when one observes the extent to which veneration and worship entail identical actions. From the perspective of someone defending an evolutionary view of religion, these quasi-animistic practices would constitute a remnant of earlier religious stages. However, as this next section will show, they are best explained as a degeneration from the fundamentally monotheistic character of the host religion.

    

    
    
      CRITIQUE OF THE EVOLUTIONARY MODEL

      The biggest problem with the evolutionary model of religion is that the kind of development it describes has never been observed. Certainly, there is a lot of change in the religious life of many cultures. But the changes may occur anywhere along the line and can proceed in either direction. Scholars have no record of any culture moving precisely from a mana-like beginning to a monotheistic culmination, incorporating all stages in proper sequence, or anything even close to it, and the same thing is true for any of the variations of the evolutionary model. In fact, there is no region in the world where such a sequence is demonstrated by successive and different cultures. The only place it shows up is as a presupposition that scholars continue to bring to the study of a particular religion (even if they do not assent to an evolutionary pattern in general) when they just assume that a supposedly lower stage must have preceded an allegedly higher stage. I stated above that one cannot demonstrate widespread regressions in the material culture of a people, but there are many examples of cultures moving backward or forward to a certain degree in their spiritual development. Just consider these facts: Japan is a modern, highly industrialized country, but its religion, Shinto, is for the most part animistic, at best polytheistic in nature. On the other hand, a Bedouin in the Syrian desert, living in a tent as he keeps his camels, may be a strong monotheist. There definitely is no universal, let alone normative, pattern of upward development in any culture. The best that can be claimed is that the evolutionary model is an ideal that development should follow—because an evolutionary theory demands it—but never has.

      The idea of mana and magic as the original precursors to religions has no evidence to support it. Wherever we see mana, it is in the context of a culture that also recognizes personal spirits.11 Furthermore, evolutionary theory expects cultures at the supposed first two stages (mana and animism) to be free of any notion of gods. In point of fact, this is not the case. Even strongly animistic cultures (by which I mean cultures whose religious practices focus primarily on the spirits) frequently have gods or, to be more specific, a tradition concerning one Creator God. And this observation brings us to the competing model of the origin of religion—the idea of an original monotheism.

    

    
    
      ORIGINAL MONOTHEISM

      As opposed to the previous naturalistic models of religion, original monotheism locates the beginnings of religion in God. This approach finds a home within the religious context itself. Someone who believes in the Bible or the Qur’an, for example, would hold that the reality of God preceded human awareness of God. People responded to God’s self-disclosure, and religion came into existence. Any changes in religion consist of either a closer approach to or a deviation from the divine disclosure.

      Is there evidence, other than religious scriptures, that religion may have originated in this way? What could even count as evidence? As Robert Brow has pointed out, archaeology has been of little help here.12 The altars would have been made of uncut stones, and once an altar was no longer in use, the stones would no longer be discernible as an altar. Presumably, some charcoal would remain, but that would not necessarily indicate the stone’s use in worship. So, by its very nature, an early monotheism of the type described could not leave much physical evidence.

      However, there are two other sources that can provide evidence for an original monotheism: early scriptures of religions with roots in the ancient world and the anthropological method, the very means by which scholars had attempted to demonstrate an evolution of religion. Virtually every religious culture carries a vestige of monotheism that can be identified as a variation of the eight-point description. And the tribes that are least developed in terms of their overall material culture provide some of the strongest support for original monotheism.

      We see here a fundamental irony with the anthropological method as it had been used by the advocates of an evolution of religion. Such scholars may have been right in assuming that the least developed cultures have the least developed religions; however, they did not recognize that simple belief in a Creator God may be precisely such a religion with minimal development. Instead, they assumed that such a religion must be what they called “primitive,” that is, simplistic, childlike, and superstitious. In reality, the cultures to which they pointed as religiously undeveloped are often quite complex, involving elaborate theories of the afterlife, convoluted relationships among the spiritual powers, multiple social distinctions (such as totemism and grades of shamanism) and elaborate rituals. The idea that a materially undeveloped culture could worship a Creator God in heaven was intrinsically implausible to them because they had already designated monotheism as an advanced form of belief, of which so-called primitive people were incapable. Where there seemed to be evidence for it, it was either considered to be an anticipation of a future development or the result of some influence from an advanced monotheistic religion, such as Christianity or Islam, even if neither alternative could be demonstrated.13

      
        
          What did such an original monotheism look like? Genesis 4:26 refers to the origins of religion when it says, “At that time people began to call on the name of the LORD.” This verse occurs right after it is mentioned that Adam and Eve had another son, Seth, and that Seth had a son of his own, called Enosh. What can be pieced together about this first form of religion from the first chapters of Genesis?

          
            	
              1. There is one God who has personhood (as opposed to being an impersonal force). Personhood is displayed by the use of a personal pronoun in referring to him.

            

            	
              2. God apparently lives in the sky (heaven).

            

            	
              3. God has great knowledge and power.

            

            	
              4. God created the world.

            

            	
              5. God is the author of standards for good and evil.

            

            	
              6. Human beings are God’s creatures and are expected to abide by God’s standards.

            

            	
              7. Human beings have become alienated from God by disobeying God’s standards.

            

            	
              8. God has provided a method of overcoming the alienation. Originally this reconciliation involved sacrificing animals on an altar of uncut stone.

            

          

        

      

      In many cultures that are primarily animistic in practice but also vaguely recognize a supreme god, the mythologies frequently refer to a time when the relationship between the high god and human beings was closer than it is today, so that the notion of the anticipation of a future development does not fit at all. The alleged influence of Christianity or Islam on tribal cultures became a mantra of last resort for evolutionists in the sense that there must have been such an influence even if it cannot be proven.

      
        
          E. B. Tylor asserted in the first edition of his Primitive Culture (1871), concerning the idea that tribal cultures with an apparent monotheism learned about God from Christian or Islamic missionaries, “This view can hardly bear examination. . . . It can hardly be judged that a divine being whose characteristics are often so unlike what European intercourse would have suggested, and who is heard of by such early explorers among such distant tribes, could be a deity of foreign origin.”14 However, in the second edition he didn’t mention this argument against missionary influence and hints at a change of mind. Then in a later article, he repeated the same argument for missionary influence that he had argued against earlier without responding to his own criticisms of it.15

        

      

      It is customary in scholarly circles to credit the anthropologist (or better, linguist or ethnologist) Wilhelm Schmidt with the theory of original monotheism. Of course, Schmidt was not the first person to believe that religion originated with God. Many people held that belief long before Schmidt, just as people knew about falling objects long before Isaac Newton. Wilhelm Schmidt’s contribution lay in the scholarly documentation he provided concerning an original monotheism.
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          Figure 1.13. Wilhelm Schmidt

        

      

      As reported above, toward the end of the nineteenth century, an evolutionary pattern had become the standard assumption in the academic world, particularly in Great Britain. This theory was defended forcefully by E. B. Tylor and his disciples, such as Andrew Lang. However, as Lang was surveying the many reports about local cultures, specifically those coming out of Australia, he realized that while there were many tribes that lived on an animistic level, there were some who held a belief in a single god, which could not have evolved out of animism.16 Thus he stipulated that there could be two ways in which religion could originate, either with animism, in line with Tylor’s theory, or, as he had just discovered, directly with monotheism. Lang conceded that he could not judge which of these two possibilities might have occurred earlier in time. He was able to show that the monotheism of these cultures was not the result of influence from, say, Christian or Muslim missionaries, and that it was intrinsic to the cultures, but he could not demonstrate that it was the starting point for all of religion.

      It was at this point that Wilhelm Schmidt put the theory of original monotheism on sound footing. He began using what is called the “culture-historical” method in his research. The intent of this method was to identify a chronological sequence among prehistorical cultures (that is to say, cultures without written records), truly an ambitious undertaking, but not an impossible one. This book cannot provide the details of Schmidt’s work. The full-blown description of his method alone is a book of almost four hundred pages, and its application to cultures around the world resulted in twelve large volumes.17 However, it is not all that hard to take the mystery out of the process by looking at some simplified examples.

      Example 1. The first illustration is essentially a thought experiment. Let us begin by assuming that there are four adjoining cultures, each of which tells a slightly different version of a story. Let us label them A through D. Table 1.1 gives us the four variants of the simple story.

      All other things being equal, which culture is most likely to have originated that myth? A possible answer is found by looking for the culture that has the most in common with the other three, and that, therefore, is most likely the one that has the fewest innovations. We notice that each of the versions differs by exactly one detail, but there is one that has all of the details that are dispersed over the others, namely B. Thus, it makes sense to infer that B is the original, and that A, C, and D represent variations on B. Assuming one culture of origin and a direct link between it and the receptor cultures, if any of the other three cultures were the source, the transmission would have had to undergo two modifications in two of them, one of which would have been the identical change, occurring independently. This is not impossible, but the probabilities against it are much higher.

      
        
          Table 1.1. Four variations of a simple story

        

        
          
            
            
            
            
            
            
              
                	
Variant


                	
Story


                	
Elements


              

              
                	
A


                	
The farmer went to town to sell his pigs.


                	
farmer, town, pigs


              

              
                	
B


                	
The farmer went to town sell his cows.


                	
farmer, town, cows


              

              
                	
C


                	
The farmer went to market to sell his cows.


                	
farmer, market, cows


              

              
                	
D


                	
The rancher went to town to sell his cows.


                	
rancher, town, cows


              

            
          

        

      

      Example 2. Schmidt’s method began with the indisputable observation that the history of human people is a long story of innumerable migrations. So, let us imagine a geographical area occupied by two different tribes, call them A and B, and that a part of the territory occupied by tribe A bisects the territory of tribe B, as shown in figure 1.14.

      
        [image: Figure of different cultures interacting with each other.]

        
          Figure 1.14. Geographical layout of two hypothetical cultures

        

      

      
        A diagram. The left half is labeled A, with a small middle portion also labeled A on the right. The top and bottom right portions are labeled B. The caption reads, “Keep in mind that culture A has numerous cultural forms that are lacking in B, and for which B has no counterpart.”

      

      It is a safe assumption that one tribe migrated into the area ahead of the other one.18 If A arrived earlier, then B would presumably have appeared as a unified tribe, but then split up and settled on the two sides of A’s unusually narrow extension. The previously unencumbered existence of this extension would be rather unusual since B’s settlement demonstrates that both adjoining sides are capable of sustaining life. On the other hand, if B had settled there earlier, it would have existed as a geographically unified tribe for a time until it was divided by A’s invasion, a far more common occurrence. Already it would appear that the latter option is more likely, but let us propose some further data to support the conclusion.

      Suppose that culture A has many more cultural forms than culture B. By forms Schmidt meant aspects of objects that do not contribute directly to their pure function, such as decorations on pottery, curved ends of hunting bows, or special designs on clothes. In this theoretical example, we stipulate that these and other similar items are found in A, but not in B. Also, let us assume that the language in A could have been derived from an ancestor language of B, but not the other way around.

      Does this sound complicated to you? Just think of your own neighborhood (or town, city, state, province). Without knowing directly, can you find signs of which families have lived there for quite a while by the way they talk and act and by their possessions, the stuff they have, as opposed to who evidently must have moved to the area more recently?

      So let us suppose for a moment what would be entailed if A had been there first. B would have needed to subdue A in A’s former territory, and we should expect to find residual forms of A’s culture (technically called survivals) in B’s area, but we stipulated that certain popular forms in A are not present in B’s territory.

      All other things being equal, it seems pretty clear that the people of tribe A came later into this territory than those of B, and that A brought cultural innovations that B is lacking. Most probably, then, B is the older culture.

      Please remember that I am giving these two examples only as simplified illustrations of how the ethnological method of Schmidt and his colleagues worked. By the use of this method, Schmidt was able to demonstrate the relative age of various cultures, even if they were in close geographic proximity to each other, and therefore, ultimately which were the oldest, manifesting the fewest cultural accretions. These cultures were, in fact, not only the materially least developed cultures, but also precisely the ones that fell in line with the originally monotheistic cultures, as stipulated already by Lang.19

      Furthermore, Schmidt showed that, as cultures improved their material standing, they also moved away from this original monotheism, but they were likely to show a vestige of the monotheism that they had once held before they departed into one of the supposedly earlier stages according to the evolutionary theory.

      Wilhelm Schmidt was a Roman Catholic priest and a member of the Order of the Divine Heart, and he believed that his conclusions not only paralleled the biblical narrative but verified it from a scientific standpoint as well.20 Unsurprisingly, many of those who disagreed with him claimed that he was influenced by his Christian presuppositions. Of course, he was—just as all other scholars would be influenced by their presuppositions, as we saw with Spencer and Gillen. Presuppositionless scholarship is impossible. Whether or not Schmidt’s presuppositions caused him to distort his data is another question altogether. The answer can be verified by working through his written legacy, and then it becomes pretty clear that, in contrast to the scholars who accepted the theories of S. Freud (see chapter seven), L. H. Morgan, or J. G. Frazer, he did not let his theory dictate his conclusions. Consequently, we can conclude that there is good anthropological reason to believe in the thesis of original monotheism.

      Needless to say, if religion did originate with monotheism, much of it moved away from that starting point. The fact of change is a given. To repeat: all of the phases described by the evolutionary model are found in reality, and there is constant change in all directions, but there are no evolutionary mandated sequences, only a picture of degeneration and renewal. Under the model of original monotheism, we can draw three basic inferences.
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          Figure 1.15. The move away from monotheism

        

      

      First, there is one decisive change—the move away from monotheism. This change has to be seen as a falling away, perhaps best understood as decay or corruption. Human beings turn away from God to something else: other gods, spirits, nature, even themselves. Apparently, the God of the sky seemed too remote. In times of personal crises—a sick child, crop failure, marital problems—people believed that they needed more immediate help. Invoking the aid of fetishes or spirits seemed more potent. Thus, God receded behind other spiritual powers. In biblical terms people worshiped the “created things rather than the Creator” (Romans 1:25).

      Second, there is no clear pattern in which this departure typically takes place. Monotheism could turn into henotheism, polytheism, or animism. But one thing is certain: as monotheism was left behind, ritual and magic increased. This is not to say these elements could not occur within a fairly stable monotheistic context (of course they can!). However, once human beings abandon faith in one almighty, all-knowing God, the role that they play in attempting to find their own way in a world that is apparently dominated by spiritual forces becomes far more central, and they must try to rely on their own piety and religious manipulations.

      Third, once monotheism is abandoned, change continues to occur. Again, there is no mandatory sequence in which “stages” rearrange themselves, but religions are unlikely to stop changing once they have stepped away from monotheism. Magic and ritual abound, and since they ultimately cannot deliver on their promises, their practice will increase in quantity and complexity.

      Every once in a while throughout history, reform movements have called a culture back to a renewed awareness of God. The beginnings of Zoroastrianism and Islam are clear examples of such events. When they happen, even though there may be initial enthusiasm, chances are that there will also be an increase in conflict between the idealists who are promoting the return to monotheism and those who do not feel free to give up their traditional faiths. This phenomenon may also open a gap between the ideal version of the religion and how its adherents actually practice it (they usually cling to rituals and veneration of spirits). In contrast to the neat pyramid associated with the evolutionary view (fig. 1.7), monotheism carries the liability of a tendency toward magic and ritual (fig. 1.15).

      This tendency toward magic and ritual is almost prevalent enough to be elevated to the level of a law analogous to the second law of thermodynamics, according to which randomness increases within any closed physical system: A religious culture, left without strong guidance, will tend toward increased ritual and magic.21

    

    
    
      THE NATURE OF RITUAL

      Ritual and magic—in the technical sense—are very similar. Both attempt to manipulate the spiritual world and, thereby, the physical world as well. What distinguishes ritual is that it consists of actions that are repeated over and over again. When a ritual has become fully integrated into a culture or a religion, it frequently is considered to be effective by itself, regardless of the state of mind of the person performing it.

      Rituals. Many actions performed in a religious context involve some sort of ritual. There are two sides to the performance of rituals, both individually and institutionally. On the one hand, for many people rituals are comforting and reassuring. They provide a familiar setting with words and actions that they have known since childhood. No matter how upside-down your life might be, religious rituals provide the message that not everything has descended into chaos.

      Furthermore, rituals (or “rites” in a Christian context) can be reminders of a person’s core beliefs. Whether you offer incense to the spirits, perform a sacred dance, or come to the altar to receive Communion, whatever a person’s obligations may be, they retell the story of one’s relationship to the spiritual world. For example, reciting a creed regularly as a part of a Christian worship service should serve to maintain our focus on the central points of why we are Christians at all. There are many reasons to perform rituals as a part of a religion’s cultus, and perhaps even more meanings for each person participating in them.

      On the other hand, there can also be a negative side to rituals. Many times, a ritual bears the burden of relieving someone from some form of anxiety. Of course, many people who participate in a ritual (perhaps a worship ceremony, a funeral service, or an initiation rite) do not feel anxiety at all. But such an assurance may ignore the feelings that may have gone into the construction of the ritual to begin with. How would some of these people feel if suddenly they could no longer attend or perform the ritual? Sometimes rituals are carried out in order to achieve some result, which may be as nebulous as “a blessing from God” or as specific as “a successful business deal.” Receiving the desired result would depend on executing the ritual properly. If the result does not come about, something about the ritual must be incorrect. An improperly performed ritual may even backfire, causing harm instead of benefit.

      Let me illustrate this point with a highly oversimplified example, keeping in mind, though, that the basic human tendency is to increase ritual. Also, don’t forget that the theory of original monotheism recognizes that religions change and develop. There must be a reason for such a development.

      Say that you live in a hunting economy, and you set out to hunt. You ask your god to give you success, and then you make a suitable kill. A few days later you set out to hunt again but get nothing. What do you do? Obviously, you compare the two days. Suddenly you remember that you had not prayed to your god the second day! Are you ever going to set out on a hunt again without praying? Not likely! The risks of failure are too great for you to leave out anything that may promote success. In my observations, it does not take many instances of failure or success for people to associate the outcome with specific practices.

      Now imagine that on the third day you pray to your god but still come up with nothing. One option would be for you to conclude that apparently praying to the god and a successful hunt were coincidental. Therefore, prayer seemed useless. But it appears that people do not usually react in this way. They are far more likely to look to themselves for a reason behind their lack of success—they must not have prayed correctly, or they must have violated some other condition in dealing with the god. So, you bring your actions in line with what you now think the expectations are. Maybe you will kneel when you pray instead of standing.

      You will continue to refine your technique—and your life—as you experience failure or success. The crucial motivation lies in your anxiety over the hunt and the sustenance it provides. Eventually you have burdened yourself with an extremely complex set of requirements in your attempt to cope with the vicissitudes of hunting. For example, before any hunt you may light a sacred fire, sacrifice a bit of meat left over from the last hunt, perform a lengthy chant or prayer to the god, hold your weapon to the sky or ask your ancestors to go with you. And you always perform the ritual in exactly the same way. This example is obviously oversimplified, but it illustrates that life can be precarious, and thus, complex rituals and ceremonies can arise in response.

      Rites of passage. Most religious cultures celebrate the stages of life as people pass through them. In almost all cultures there are ceremonies connected to birth, puberty, marriage, and death. Various cultures may add others. A true rite of passage does not just celebrate a person’s accomplishments but actually brings them about. For example, in American culture one is not married until the officiant declares, “I now pronounce you husband and wife.” Chapter seven, “Traditional Religions: Introduction and African Religions,” will discuss the nature of rites of passage in greater depth, though the chapters beforehand will also mention them.

      The development of a priesthood. Of course, all this accumulation of ritual plays itself out in a community context. Individuals consult with other members of the community in an attempt to help each other refine their techniques. Successes and failures, as well as the methods that lead to them, are shared.

      Eventually a group of experts on ritual emerges, and the focus moves away from the worship of God to the rituals they perform and their superior knowledge of the spiritual world. Their role may be to consult and assist, working cooperatively with their clients. This is the role traditionally played by a “medicine man,” or ritual expert in a traditional context. He or she advises the client and directs the ritual, but it remains a joint effort.

      In many cultures, though, the pattern goes several steps further. The experts become the sole proprietors of the ritual. They constitute a priesthood that performs the ritual on behalf of the other members of the community (for a price). A priest is usually a professional who derives a livelihood from facilitating the spiritual observances of the lay people. Joining this elite group often requires extensive training, by virtue of which the ritual domain becomes the prerogative of the priest. No one who has not completed the training can possibly perform the ritual properly, and any attempt to do so is strictly forbidden.

      The laity may be quite content to leave all rituals in the priesthood’s hands. The priests are supposed to be the experts; they alone need to know what to do, why to do it, and how to do it. As long as they are in charge, there is no need for the laity to get involved unnecessarily. This attitude is not unlike the one that we might have in cases of mechanical problems, such as when my air conditioner at home breaks down. I call in the experts to fix it and generally trust their skill and judgment even if I do not understand what they are doing (but I will have to pay the bill). In the same way, the laypersons in our hypothetical community abandon themselves to the expertise of the priesthood, trusting the skill and judgment of the professionals. I have visited many a temple where the priests are performing a ritual on behalf of a client who is simply standing there without understanding the words spoken by the priest or showing a great amount of interest—sometimes even talking on their cell phones at that very moment.

      The emergence of folk religion. At the same time further developments may take place. Although the laity has conceded the performance of major rituals to the priesthood, it may not have given up its fundamental religious consciousness. People continue to relate to the supernatural in ways that are still open to them and continue to create new rituals. Thus, the growth of ritual is a never-ending process. A religious culture may split off from its original form. On the one hand, there may be a religion of the experts with its inside knowledge of its mythology and ritual, which codify into a set of sacred writings that can only be read and understood by people with expert training. On the other hand, the religion of the common people may try to find its way apart from the intensive priestly training in practice and scripture. This is how a folk religion develops.

      Folk religion consists of the lived, everyday practice of religion by common laypersons. Keep in mind, of course, that this distinction is imposed on people’s religious practices by outside scholars. The participants would not have a notion that they are practicing a folk religion. For that matter, the dividing line between the officially sanctioned religion and its folk version cannot always be drawn with precision. Nevertheless, it is crucial to recognize that there can also be a vast difference between the theoretical-historical side of a religion and its counterpart in the lives of its common adherents.

      Take the case of Christianity, for example. In the introduction to this book, I summarized Christianity in terms of a belief system—a set of doctrines having to do primarily with sin and salvation. However, many people who consider themselves Christians would be unable to give such a summary and would not, even if they could, define their Christianity in such a way. There is a folk Christianity that defines the nature of Christianity in cultural terms that are far removed from the systematic theologies and histories of the church taught in seminaries.

      There are many versions of folk Christianity, and it is impossible for me not to make reference to some stereotypes as I describe the folk Christianity practiced in rural Indiana, where I live. The core practice here is attending church on Sunday morning. To be considered valid, the Sunday service must be conducted in a building reserved for such a purpose, preferably one that has at least a small spire. The service should include hymns sung to organ or piano accompaniment. Further, there should be an offering and a sermon delivered by an ordained clergyman who basically repeats moral exhortations. From the point of view of the believer, attendance constitutes the crucial requirement. Additional participation in the life and function of the church is not nearly as crucial as simply being there on Sunday morning. When greater involvement is encouraged, service to the building (maintenance or improvement) and participation in social occasions (especially carry-in dinners) are considered of equal value with teaching a Sunday school class or working on a committee. The requirement for attendance is especially crucial on one of the three highest holy days—Christmas, Easter, and Mother’s Day.

      This folk Christianity has developed a belief system all its own. At the heart of it is the belief that God wants us to be “good” people. When asked, a believer may loosely define goodness in terms of keeping the Ten Commandments, without being able to name more than three or four of them. More practically, this goodness actually looks like the prevailing standards of decency and respectability of rural Indiana; a “good” Christian is essentially a pleasant friend and neighbor. The reward for at least occasional goodness is going to heaven. Those who achieve admission to the pearly gates become angels, complete with white gowns, wings, and harps.

      Again, I regret the reference to such hackneyed stereotypes, but this caricature of folk religion in my own religion is not too far from the actual pattern and points up the evident discrepancy between a “theologically correct” understanding of Christianity and the understanding of it that is held by many laypersons who consider themselves Christians. As a Christian myself, I believe that many Christians need more accurate teaching of biblical Christianity. But how does an outsider to the faith decide which of the many presentations of Christianity is the correct one? A non-Christian can only describe the various versions of Christianity and say that they are all somehow part of the diverse group of people who call themselves Christians. Non-Christians only can (or should) leave internal questions of Christian truth to Christian theologians. And this caution applies to us as Christians as we learn about non-Christian religions.22

      Consequently, Christian readers of this book need to bear in mind that they are outsiders to the religions it discusses. They also need to be aware of the various levels of development within the religions. In addition to the classical divisions that exist within religions—schools, branches, denominations, and so on—there may be a huge gap between the “official” description of a religion and what some of the common adherents actually believe and practice. For example, the content of Islam is usually described in terms of the five pillars (chapter three).23 Your Muslim neighbor, however, may not even be able to remember what they are, but instead, he or she may be preoccupied with warding off evil spirits. Similarly, a description of Buddhism in terms of the search for Nirvana by means of the eightfold path (chapter ten) will at best be half the story. For many Buddhists, the heart of Buddhism is securing the blessings of Buddha and of various gods and spirits for a successful life.

      Someone who has formally studied a religion’s history and scripture may have a better grasp of the more abstract aspects of the religion than some of its adherents. However, the perceptive scholar does not jump to the conclusion that, therefore, the adherent is wrong about his or her faith, or even that the scholar has a better understanding of the religion as a whole. Instead, he or she must always be aware that a religion is composed of both the “expert” side and the “folk” side. For this reason, whenever we condense a religion into a set core of beliefs and practices, we recognize that we are engaging in abstractions that cannot possibly do justice to what the practitioner of the religion experiences. On the other hand, if we avoided all such abstractions, we would lack a paradigm against which we could contrast the popular face of the religion, and would, therefore, be less able to understand it.

      It is impossible to predict what specific adherents believe and practice in the context of their religion. Be prepared for some ambiguity when you encounter people who call a particular religion their own. You may see or hear precisely what is described in this book. You may also see or hear something very different, since ultimately the experience of a living religion cannot be confined to authoritative sentences. That does not mean that what you read here is wrong; it may just be a different side of the religion. People change, cultures change, and religions change. And the life of the person within the religion changes—sometimes following a traditional pattern, sometimes working against it.

      
        RETURNING TO SPENCER AND GILLEN

        
          Of course, Spencer and Gillen had not done any such thing as discover a religionless culture. Their studies were detailed, but they had been filtered through the imaginations of various theoreticians, as they themselves acknowledge. Other Australian explorers (e.g., A. C. Howitt) also declared themselves to be the eyes and ears of prestigious writers whose ideas they accepted beforehand and then sought to instantiate with interpretations of the data on the basis of these theoretical constructions.24 Crucially they knew that the Arrernte not only practiced magic but also believed in a world of spirits that influenced them and that could be influenced by “medicine men.” These professional healers, whom the authors relegate as masters of sleight-of-hand, were supposedly able to keep malicious spirits from doing harm. A spirit called Twanyirika was particularly important, playing the role of trickster and being supposedly responsible for the sound of bull roarers.

          If the brief summary above strikes you as religious in nature, you are not alone. Spencer and Gillen followed Frazer’s idea that true religion implies the worship of a superior (if not supreme) being, and their claim does fit in with such a criterion. However, surely it is cherry-picking to limit the definition of religion by an arbitrary standard that excludes animism, which is only possible by subscribing to an evolutionary view in which sacred forces and spirits are considered preludes to religion rather than part of a religious culture. The Arrernte were as religious as other tribes and traditional cultures.

          Spencer and Gillen came across something called Altjira, a word that they allied to the word “dream” and thus coined the term “Dream Time,” by which they interpreted Altjira as an ideal time of the ancestors in the eternally remote past. Right then and there the standard stereotype of Australian religion was born. Spencer and Gillen’s translation of Altjira was challenged by the missionary Carl Friedrich Strehlow and his son T. G. J. Strehlow, both of whom spent much of their lives in the company of the Arrernte, not just as scientific observers looking for data to support a hypothesis. They believed that the word was actually a reference to God in his eternal nature.25

          That discussion is continuing today, more than a century later. It has become clear that Altjira and its recognized cognates in other Australian cultures are overladen with meanings. However, in this case, the debate is not nearly as important in making the case for original monotheism as it might sound. The Arrernte had a relatively advanced material culture compared to other Australian tribes, and thus were not members of the culture circle in which Lang and Schmidt discovered a functional monotheism. Consequently, if we follow the culture-historical method, we should not need to expect a lot of emphasis on the presence or absence of a Creator God among the Arrernte. If Strehlow was right, it would add to our knowledge of different cultures and the history of belief in God, but the defense of an original monotheism is based on cultures whose material development is on a far lower level.

          As devoted as Spencer and Gillen may have been in their studies, their attitude toward their subjects was disdainful at times, manifesting more interest in the culture of the people than in the people themselves. As did other explorers of their time, they held to attitudes that would be considered unacceptable today, even by minimal standards.26

        

      

    

    
    

      SO YOU MEET A RELIGIOUS PERSON . . .

      What can you expect? Who knows? The possibilities are endless. There are many religions, and religions themselves go through changes. Many religions have developed a distinctive folk version over the years, and any particular believer can have his or her own slant on the religion. So, when meeting a person who claims a particular religion, expect the unexpected. Many evangelical Christians try to understand other religions on the basis of quick formulas, but it is a serious mistake to impose simple schemes on the basis of what the person is supposed to believe. For example, many Hindus are not pantheists, many Buddhists do not want to escape into Nirvana and many Jews are not looking for a messiah. Sadly, many people who claim the title of “Christians” do not believe that they are saved by grace through faith in Christ!

      Relating the gospel. For each of the religions I will discuss further on, I will provide some ideas on how the Christian gospel addresses people who are part of that religion and what we can do to help them see the gospel more clearly. Such advice is premised on the idea that the people of other religions need to hear the gospel and respond to it because the gospel is true. Jesus said, “You shall know the truth, and the truth shall set you free.”

      Communication. Most conversations that Christians have with non-Christians are not evangelistic. But when the opportunity arises, a Christian may wish to share the gospel with someone who has not yet come to faith in Christ. This book is not a study of evangelism per se. However, a study of non-Christian religions can suggest obstacles as well as points of contact in regard to sharing the gospel with the adherents of those religions. Needless to say, the details will vary from religion to religion as well as from person to person.

      The Christian who wishes to share the gospel, particularly with someone who comes from a different culture, needs to be aware of the cultural package in which the encounter takes place. This is referred to as “contextualization.” Let us call the Christian who wishes to relate the gospel an “evangelist” without implying some kind of status as professional preacher or missionary. The non-Christian is the “receptor,” the one who receives the gospel message. Finally, let us assume that the evangelist and the receptor are at home in different cultures. Theoretically, the evangelist should convey the gospel message to the receptor without attaching her own culture. Practically, this is impossible. The strident voices insisting that missionaries entirely strip away their culture from the gospel message obviously belong to people who have never been missionaries. An evangelist understands the gospel message best as it is embodied in her own culture. And, for that matter, the gospel message in its original form is intertwined with a third culture, namely, the biblical one. Thus, any evangelistic activity involves the interplay of three cultures: the biblical culture, the evangelist’s home culture, and the receptor’s culture.

      
        [image: A triangular diagram with Biblical Culture on top, African culture on the right, and Western culture on the left. Arrows point between each of these labels.]

        
          Figure 1.16. The complexities of contextualization

        

      

      First of all, the evangelist must discern the gospel message in its biblical setting. Second, as far as is humanly possible, she must make sure that nothing in her culture obscures or supplants the gospel message. Third, the evangelist has to convey the message in such a way that the gospel is intelligible to the receptor in his culture and in such a way that the receptor can also trace his understanding of the gospel back to the biblical message itself. This is a difficult enterprise. Finding fault with those who attempt it imperfectly is far easier than carrying it out successfully.

      Contextualization is the process by which the evangelist tries to situate her message in the receptor’s culture. If the receptor is going to reject the message, it should at least not be for irrelevant reasons. In order to gain a hearing from the receptor, the evangelist tries to adopt as much of the culture of the receptor as is possible without compromising the message itself. Contextualization can involve outward cultural forms such as dress, food, language, and manners. It can also include the concepts and images the evangelist uses to communicate the message. The apostle Paul epitomized contextualization when he reported, “I have become all things to all people so that by all possible means I might save some” (1 Corinthians 9:22).

      In short, evangelism necessitates some contextualization. The message that Christ provides salvation through faith in him must remain clear; the cultural setting for the message must be such that the receptor can hear the message and respond to it.

    

    
    
      FOR REFLECTION, DISCUSSION, AND SHARING

      
        	
          1. Do you think that it is possible for a real person to be completely without religion—that is, to live without reference to anything transcendent?

        

        	
          2. Do you think that it is possible for a real person to be “spiritual” in the contemporary sense without engaging in a cultus (certain actions that nurture or demonstrate that person’s “spirituality”)?

        

        	
          3. In example 2 of Schmidt’s method, I asked whether you can find evidence in your location (specific or broad) of who has lived there for a longer time and who is a relative newcomer without asking direct questions. Is it even possible to do so in your area? Share your thoughts and examples with your class.

        

        	
          4. Over the years I have received some friendly and gentle critiques of my description of how rituals arise out of anxiety. Do you consider my theory a) sufficient and adequate, b) sufficient in only some cases, or c) inadequate? I have added some positive benefits in this discussion. What are some other factors that could play a significant role in the development of rituals?

        

        	
          5. Contextualization of the gospel message is never perfect, but there are some things that we probably think are absolutely necessary to convey to our audience, even if they go against the grain of the culture’s beliefs and practices (e.g., our sinfulness or the efficacy of Christ’s atonement). There may also be aspects of cultures that would irritate us on our home turf but are not unbiblical. Can you think of and share what things may go into either category?

        

      

    

    
    

      MASTERING THE MATERIAL

      When you have finished studying this chapter, you should be able to

      
        	
          1. provide a working definition of religion and show the difficulties with such a definition;

        

        	
          2. identify the basis for an evolutionary theory of the origin of religion;

        

        	
          3. summarize the various phases of religion: mana, animism, polytheism, henotheism, monotheism;

        

        	
          4. distinguish between magic and worship;

        

        	
          5. point out the flaws in the evolutionary theory of religion;

        

        	
          6. describe the theory of original monotheism and the evidence adduced for it;

        

        	
          7. summarize the nature of ritual;

        

        	
          8. show how a priesthood develops out of the nature of ritual;

        

        	
          9. identify the difference between “expert” and “folk” religion.

        

      

    

    
    
      TERM PAPER IDEAS

      
        	
          1. Trace the definitions of religion provided by various authors in comparative religion and philosophy.

        

        	
          2. Describe various types of magic as they have been classified by scholars from Frazer on.

        

        	
          3. Make an in-depth study of one type of spiritual being in the animistic phase (for example, ancestors in African religion or nature spirits in Australian aboriginal religion).

        

        	
          4. Compare and contrast the differing ways in which polytheism has come about in various cultures.

        

        	
          5. Chase down examples of henotheism in different cultures. You may want to explore the question whether henotheism ever existed as an independent form.

        

        	
          6. Pull together and address various theories of the origin of monotheism with a critical eye.

        

        	
          7. Summarize descriptions of sky gods from many cultures and compare and contrast some of the myths associated with them.

        

        	
          8. Do an in-depth study of Wilhelm Schmidt’s contribution and the reception his work has received in the scholarly world.

        

        	
          9. Explore the notion of decay in the history of religion from the point of view of religion, philosophy, psychology, or sociology.

        

        	
          10. Describe various theories on the nature of ritual. Defend the one that you find most suitable.

        

        	
          11. Write up a case study on the nature of folk religion.

        

        	
          12. Undertake a detailed description of the rites of passage in a specific culture. Identify components of the rites that are of clearly religious origin, those that are more likely derived from the culture per se and those that could be either.
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  JUDAISM

  
    
      Estimated Membership

      Worldwide: 16.5 million (0.2%

of world population)

      United States: 7.9 million, of whom

around 4 million are religiously affiliated1 (2.4% of American population)

    

  

  
    
      REBBE MENACHEM MENDEL SCHNEERSON

      
        
          [image: Photo of an older man’s face. He wears a black hat and has a scraggly white beard and mustache.]

          
            Figure 2.1. Rebbe Menachem Mendel Schneerson, last Lubavitcher Rebbe

          

        

        Most people who have heard of Hassidic (also spelled Chassidic) Jews think of them as arch-conservative in dress, belief, and religious practice. The men are known for their long beards, black coats, and hats and their strict adherence to the Torah (God’s Law). However, there is one Hassidic group that has stood out from the others. It is called the Lubavitcher Chabad Movement, and it has representatives all over the globe.2 Its adherents are faithful to their tradition but also make use of up-to-date technology. The leader who brought them to this point was Menachem Mendel Schneerson, also called the Lubavitcher Rebbe.3 He implemented a vision for a Jewish outreach that outlived his death in 1997 and is continuing to grow. Many of his followers believe that he is the Messiah and are awaiting his return. Before saying more about him and his people, we need to understand Judaism in its past leading up to the present.

      

    

    

      FOUR QUESTIONS

      Given the convictions underlying this book, it is only fitting to begin with the religions that have maintained or recaptured monotheism, and Judaism is certainly the fountainhead for most of them. The discussion will begin by addressing some questions that often reveal misunderstandings between Christians and Jews.

      1. Since you don’t offer animal sacrifices anymore, how do you think you can be saved and go to heaven? This question is one that evangelical Christians commonly ask Jews, and it reveals a gap between a Christian understanding of Old Testament Judaism in relation to modern Judaism. This gap involves three main misconceptions.

      First, the question assumes a need for and a desire to be saved. Personal redemption—salvation from sin and its consequences—is the crucial concern in Christianity, and Christians are also taught that it is an important aspect of the Hebrew Scriptures (the Christian “Old Testament”). However, this issue is not the major concern of modern Judaism. The central purpose of Jewish religion is not to see who will and who will not get to heaven.

      To be sure, Judaism in its various forms addresses the matter of who will have a part in the world-to-come, but by itself this idea should not be seen as the reason for Jews to practice their religion. After all, as will be described shortly, there are provisions by which Gentiles will also receive the future blessings without having to fulfill all of the obligations of Jewish law.

      Third, the question seems to invoke an almost nostalgic, don’t-you-wish-you-still-had-sacrifices attitude. By and large, today’s Jews are no more interested in reviving animal sacrifices than Christians would be. Most Orthodox Jews believe that when the Messiah comes, the temple will be rebuilt and sacrifices will be reinstated, and until that day they are content to leave matters in the hands of God. A fringe minority group believes that Messiah won’t come until the temple has been restored.4 Others believe that God alone through his Messiah will rebuild the temple and reinstitute sacrifices. Before then it would be presumptuous to do so. The concept of Judaism as a provisional stage between the end of the sacrificial system and its reinstitution is not usually accepted by Jews. Modern Judaism considers itself just as appropriate and mature in its present form as any other religion.

      2. Then what is Judaism? It is obviously not good practice to try to summarize any religion in a short sentence or two, but here is an attempt, simply because the nature of Judaism has been so frequently misunderstood. Judaism is a religion based on relationships: God’s relationship with the human person, a person’s relationship with God, a person’s individual relationships with each other, and the Chosen People’s relationship with other nations. All these relationships are based on rules and traditions that are said to have originated with God. By following these rules, the Jewish people are a witness to God and his standards of righteousness.

      3. But why keep God’s laws if keeping them is not all about getting you into heaven? This question implies that a desire for rewards and a fear of punishment are the only available motives for obeying rules. This attitude, however, is quite immature. For example, college students should have developed morally to the place where (in the absence of overriding issues) they comply with their parents’ wishes out of love and respect, not out of fear of punishment or craving for reward. Similarly, Judaism asserts that it should not take a promise of reward or a threat of punishment to motivate Jews to obey God’s laws. They should be obeyed out of love and respect for God.

      Judaism does not revolve around a set of doctrines or a plan of salvation. Instead, it is a prescription for living life, though the question of what is required to be eligible for the world-to-come (heaven, paradise) does play a role. The crucial question in Judaism is What do you practice? or What are you doing with your life? not What do you believe? Different branches of contemporary Judaism provide differing styles of answers. The common denominator is the need to make a difference in the world through a life of righteousness. Doctrines, particularly beliefs about personal salvation, take a backseat to this concern. Obviously, what one believes matters since actions are the result of beliefs; however, the initial standard of righteousness in Judaism is what one does, not what one thinks.

      In contrast to Christianity, which became a crosscultural and multiethnic religion within its first generation of existence, Judaism has retained a general ethnic identification. On the whole, “being Jewish” has included a biological heritage as well as a religious one. Nonreligious and nonobservant Jews are still Jews. Consequently, applying the same point of view, some Jews at times mistakenly refer to most Western Gentiles as Christians. But there is no symmetry in this respect between the two religions. Being a Christian includes an intentional personal commitment; it is never an ethnic designation and should not be a cultural label. This book uses the term Christendom as a collective reference to the geographic areas where some version of a Christian church is a significant part of the local culture, but many people living within Christendom are not Christians in a biblical sense.

      4. Do Jews expect Gentiles to convert to Judaism? Judaism is not usually thought of as a missionary religion. Insofar as some Jewish organizations practice outreach, their target is usually Jews who are not practicing their religion or doing so only superficially. There is no call for Gentiles to convert to Judaism. When Gentiles seek to adopt Judaism as their religion, they are going to run into opposition unless they have a really good reason for doing so beyond convenience or sentiment. The rabbi to whom one might speak about it will refuse to undertake the ceremony (at least three times according to some traditions). One of the likely reasons for conversion that may eventually carry weight arises in cases of intermarriage between Gentiles and Jews. Rigorous, Orthodox branches of Judaism take a dim view of such marriages and, even if the non-Jewish spouse wishes to convert, they will not recognize the validity of a conversion ceremony that does not follow their specific rituals. You cannot just decide that you’d like to be Jewish and expect to be welcomed, even in the more liberal circles.

      However, Gentiles are not required to convert to Judaism in order to partake of the world-to-come. So-called Righteous Gentiles have a limited number of commandments to keep, rather than the entire Torah. In fact, some Jews might even consider it blasphemous for a Gentile to take up the obligations incumbent on the children of Israel. The medieval scholar Moses Maimonides (AD 1138–1204) declared that it would be sinful for Gentiles to keep the Sabbath or to study the Torah. They should only study and obey the seven rules that God has provided for them.5

      
        [image: Image in relief of a man’s face in profile on a circular plaque bordered by an olive wreath. He is bearded and wears a head covering.]

        
          Figure 2.2. Moses Maimonides on a plaque installed in the US Capitol Building

        

      

      These rules are called the “Noahide” laws, which does not mean that they were directly revealed to Noah, but that they apply to all the Gentile descendants of Noah after the flood, which is, of course, all the rest of humanity other than the Hebrews. These rules are formulated, classified, and interpreted in different ways, and there is much debate on who will actually be included in this group. For example, interpreters are not all agreed on whether either Christians or Muslims meet these requirements.6

      Having clarified these initial potential misunderstandings, we need to go back to the history of Judaism. The destruction of the temple in AD 70 was a crucial turning point, but we must start further back.

      
        
          Maimonides listed these obligations for Gentiles:7

          
            	
              a) “the prohibition against worship of false gods.” More positively, this is the belief and practice of monotheism. However, Maimonides claimed controversially that this monotheism must focus on God as revealed in Hebrew Scriptures. He considered a merely rational conclusion that there must be a single God as insufficient.8

            

            	
              b) “the prohibition against cursing God.” In more general terms, this is a law against any form of blasphemy.

            

            	
              c) “the prohibition against murder.” This law is one of the two that God gave directly to Noah (Genesis 9:6).

            

            	
              d) “the prohibition against incest and adultery.” Once again in positive terms, it is an exhortation to stick to the biblical view of confining sexual conduct to marriage between a man and a woman (Genesis 2:24).

            

            	
              e) “the prohibition against theft.” Maimonides specifies that any dishonesty is theft, and unlawful acquisition of any amount of money, no matter how small, constitutes a capital offense.

            

            	
              f) “the prohibition against eating the limbs of a living animal.” Since the soul of an animal flows through its blood (Genesis 9:4), to remove a part of it while it is bleeding and consuming it, the person doing so absorbs the animal’s soul. Even the gathering of the apostles in Jerusalem described in Acts 15 urged Gentile Christians to abstain from partaking of blood. Besides, the act condemned here sounds pretty cruel. A Gentile is not obligated to keep the kosher laws, but there has to be a limit to what people may do to animals. Miller gives this rule a less legalistic and more positive face by explaining it as a commandment to practice compassion.9

            

            	
              g) “the command to establish laws and courts of justice.” Obviously, it wouldn’t make much sense to have a lot of rules that are not enforced. So, in order to keep these standards, it is necessary to have a judicial system that will maintain order.

            

          

          Chabad’s founder, Rabbi Schneur Zalman (AD 1745–1812), wrote a book called the Tanya, which has been translated and edited on the web with commentary.10 This little book has served as the group’s foundational document. Its opening chapter declares that Gentiles are intrinsically incapable of good deeds and are, therefore, excluded from salvation. Yosef Weinberg, the contemporary commentator, quickly adds that the Righteous Gentile is an exception. In any case, the book closes with the good news that in the end times, the light of redeemed Jewry will be so intense that it will also fall on the Gentiles for their benefit.11

        

      

    

    
    
      THE FIRST JEWISH COMMONWEALTH

      The early history of Judaism is frequently discussed in terms of two commonwealths. These are the major eras of Judaism with their particular characteristics. The First Jewish Commonwealth is reckoned from the time Moses received the law on Mount Sinai (around 1450 BC) until the destruction of Judah by the Babylonians (587 BC). The Second Jewish Commonwealth begins with the rebuilding of the temple after the Babylonian exile (441 BC) and extends through the destruction of the temple by the Romans (AD 70). The period since then is called the diaspora, or “dispersion.” Some scholars say that the Holocaust and the creation of the modern state of Israel have initiated a third commonwealth.

      The first and second commonwealths are the subject of much of the Hebrew Bible, the “Old Testament,” as we Christians call it. Conservative dating methods produce the following rough chronology with the purpose to arrange events sequentially, not to affix authoritative dates.12

      The early period. The Hebrew Scriptures begin with God creating the universe. His last direct creative act was to create a pair of human beings, Adam and Eve. Living at first in an idyllic state in a place described as a garden, the couple violated God’s commandment and broke their direct relationship with God. Adam and Eve were expelled from the garden and went on to make their living through agriculture and animal husbandry. They had two sons, Cain and Abel, but Cain killed Abel in a fit of jealousy about the acceptability of the respective sacrifices that they had offered to God; Cain had sacrificed fruit, Abel, an animal. Abel was replaced by a third son, Seth, and both Cain and Seth produced lines of progeny. Regular worship was initiated a few generations after Adam and Eve. “At that time people began to call on the name of the LORD” (Genesis 4:26).

      
        
          Table 2.1. Chronology of the Hebrew people

        

        
          
            
            
            
            
            
              
                	
Period or Date


                	
Person or Event


              

              
                	
ca. 2100 BC


                	
Abraham


              

              
                	
ca. 1900 BC


                	
Joseph in Egypt


              

              
                	
ca. 1450–1400 BC


                	
Exodus and conquest; Law given at Sinai


              

              
                	
ca. 1400–1050 BC


                	
Period of the Judges


              

              
                	
ca. 1050–931 BC


                	
Unified kingdom under Saul, David, and Solomon (David at 1000)


              

              
                	
931 BC


                	
Divided kingdoms of Israel and Judah


              

              
                	
722 BC


                	
Fall of Samaria, end of kingdom of Israel


              

              
                	
587 BC


                	
Fall of Jerusalem, end of kingdom of Judah, exile to Babylon


              

              
                	
537 BC


                	
End of exile, restoration of Judah, Persian overlordship


              

              
                	
ca. 440 BC


                	
Last biblical prophet (Malachi)


              

              
                	
332 BC


                	
Conquest by Alexander the Great; Greek rulers


              

              
                	
166 BC


                	
Maccabean revolt, Hasmonean kingdom


              

              
                	
37 BC


                	
Herod the Great installed by the Romans


              

              
                	
AD 70


                	
Destruction of Jerusalem and the temple


              

            
          

        

      

      The early account continues with a global flood and the tower of Babel. Adam’s descendants became contaminated morally and possibly genetically (Genesis 6:2). As a result, God punished them with a flood. Only Noah and his immediate family survived. After the flood God issued more specific moral obligations. But as the population grew, people attempted to build a tower that would reach all the way to heaven. Clearly they were challenging God, not submitting to him in worship. God frustrated their project by causing the people to speak different languages, thus disrupting their communication with each other, and they scattered all over the world. Thereby the biblical story accounts for the fact of different cultures and the different religions associated with them. The religion of this early period is not described with much detail beyond a recognition of God, sacrifices, and ethical obligations. However, as the religion of human beings became increasingly complex, it simultaneously manifested the sinful human impulse away from God.

      The patriarchs. By around 2100 BC, religions in the fertile crescent had committed themselves to various elaborate polytheistic pantheons, but knowledge of God persisted. For example, even though Canaanite religion centered around various fertility goddesses, we also encounter the priest-king of Salem (Jerusalem), Melchizedek, who worshiped the high god called El-Elyon. This term is a generic expression meaning “Most High God,” which was used to refer to whatever deity was considered supreme in any particular culture. Given the context, it is pretty clear that in this case he worshiped the one true God.13 Similarly, Abram of the Sumerian city of Ur lived in a culture and family that worshiped a moon god, but he himself worshiped God. Abram and his wife, Sarai, migrated to Canaan, where (under the new names of Abraham and Sarah) they founded a clan that worshiped God alone. Abraham’s son Isaac, born miraculously to him in his old age, and his grandson Jacob, along with Jacob’s twelve sons, continued this tradition. The clan migrated to Egypt because of a famine in Canaan. There, over the next four hundred years, it grew into a nation of twelve tribes.

      During the patriarchal period religious worship consisted of animal sacrifices that the head of the clan made on behalf of his people. The religious practices described in the book of Job fit this pattern, which leads some scholars to believe that the events described in Job belong to the patriarchal period.

      Egypt and Sinai. During the four hundred years the Hebrews spent in Egypt, much of it as slaves, most of them forgot about God and adopted pagan religious practices (Joshua 24:14). Moses reintroduced them to the worship of God. Around 1450 BC he led them out of Egypt in the name of God and then reestablished them in the monotheistic faith. Several events crucial to the later history of Judaism occurred in connection with the exodus: (1) the ten plagues on Egypt, (2) the Israelites’ crossing the Red Sea, (3) the giving of the law at Mount Sinai, and (4) the golden calf incident.

      The ten plagues that God sent on Egypt culminated in the death of all Egyptian firstborn. The fact that these plagues did not touch the Hebrews led to the institution of the first Passover feast. As the Israelites left Egypt, God miraculously opened the waters of the Red Sea so that the Israelites crossed over on dry land. When the pursuing Egyptian army followed them into the sea, they drowned. This event became the Hebrews’ defining moment in their self-recognition as God’s redeemed people. Following the exodus, the entire nation camped in the vicinity of Mount Sinai, where Moses gave them the law that God had communicated to him. This law included

      
        	
          the Ten Commandments, which served as the foundation for God’s relationships with people and for people’s relationships with others;

        

        	
          a complex legal code for social relationships that covered criminal and civil matters;

        

        	
          instructions for building a portable sanctuary (the tabernacle), which was to be the central place of worship: the tabernacle’s furnishings included the ark of the covenant (a chest containing the tablets of the law), an incense altar, a table for the bread of the Presence, and a lamp stand;

        

        	
          a professional priesthood drawn from the tribe of Levi;

        

        	
          a complex system of sacrifices of animals and agricultural products, to be administered exclusively by the priests; and

        

        	
          a code of ritual purity that included medical and hygienic precautions, dietary rules, and prohibitions of Canaanite religious practices.

        

      

      Even as Moses was receiving the law from God, the people, under the leadership of the first high priest, Moses’ brother, Aaron, began to worship a golden calf, which served as a fertility symbol for the cattle-raising Hebrews. This event foreshadowed the nine-hundred-year tension that would exist between monotheistic religion and paganism in Israelite culture.

      Conquest and judges. Under Joshua’s leadership the Israelites entered the land of Canaan, parceled out land to the twelve tribes and lived for about three hundred years with very little central political or religious control. Worship of God focused on sacrifices performed by the priests at the tabernacle and at numerous local altars. Decay into pagan forms was a constant temptation to which the people succumbed numerous times. This period was marked by recurring cycles that consisted of (a) apostasy, (b) bondage to a foreign power sent by God as judgment, (c) crying out to God for deliverance, and (d) deliverance by a heroic figure who then ruled over them as judge for a time.

      The unified kingdom. The last judge was Samuel, who was also a prophet. In addition to his duties at the tabernacle, Samuel performed sacrifices in various towns. When Samuel became old, the people demanded a monarchy. Samuel reluctantly granted it to them. The first king was Saul from the tribe of Benjamin, who ruled from Gibeon. The next king, David, governed from the newly conquered city of Jerusalem and made preparations for a permanent central worship facility to be constructed there. He moved the ark of the covenant to Jerusalem, purchased a future building site, amassed building materials and established regulations covering the priests’ tours of duty by family and clan membership. The temple was actually built by his son Solomon. He erected a magnificent structure where sacrifices of various types were offered daily. The temple building included the main open-air space, where the temple furnishings were located, and the inner sanctuary, the most holy place, into which the high priest entered once a year on the Day of Atonement. After the temple was established in 950 BC, the Hebrews were not allowed to perform sacrifices at any other sites (Deuteronomy 12:1-14).
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          Figure 2.3. Diagram of the first temple

        

      

      The divided kingdom. Under Solomon’s son Rehoboam, the kingdom split into a northern kingdom, Israel, and a southern kingdom, Judah. The northern kingdom began with the political disadvantage of not having the central worship structure, which was in Jerusalem. For this reason its first king, Jeroboam, created two sanctuaries for golden calves and designated a new priesthood. A few generations later under Ahab and his successors, the Canaanite worship of Baal became the official state religion. Worship of God persisted, but never without serious opposition. Prophets such as Elijah and Elisha early on, followed by Hosea, Jonah, and Amos, issued admonitions from God. Their warnings went largely unheeded, and Assyria destroyed the kingdom of Israel in 722 BC.

      The southern kingdom alternately worshiped and rejected God. Some kings, such as Asa, Jotham, Hezekiah, and Josiah, were strict worshipers of God, who opposed idolatrous practices. Others, most notably Manasseh and Ahaz, took the worship of idols to new heights. Religious abuses from the perspective of Judaism included worshiping various pagan deities, worshiping the bronze snake made by Moses (Numbers 21:8-9), worshiping God at unauthorized sites (the “high places”) and eventually syncretistic worship practices in the temple (Ezekiel 8:14-18). The kingdom of Judah fell to the Babylonians in 587 BC, and most of its people were deported to Babylon.

    

    
    
      THE SECOND JEWISH COMMONWEALTH

      Exile and restoration. The period of exile purged the nation of idolatry. The Persians under Cyrus conquered the Babylonians and allowed the Jews to return to their land, where they rebuilt the temple. The biblical record ends in the time of Ezra, Nehemiah, and Malachi. Problems occurring at this time included a lack of obedience to the law, intermarriage with surrounding Gentiles, and empty ritualism. However, it is crucial to realize that from this time on, monotheistic faith, along with a foundational commitment to the law, was no longer at risk in Jewish society.

      Greek occupation and the Hasmonean kingdom. The benign overlordship of the Persians gave way to the tyranny of Alexander the Great’s successors, the Seleucids, who attempted to Hellenize the Jewish nation culturally and religiously. The last of these rulers, Antiochus IV (who called himself Epiphanes, the “Appearing One”), committed the ultimate blasphemy of sacrificing a pig to Zeus on the altar of the temple in Jerusalem. The Jews had been fairly compliant up to this point, but that act went too far. The high priest Hyrcanus and his sons, led by the eldest, Judas Maccabee (“Judas the Hammer”), instigated a successful revolt against Antiochus. They purified the temple and established a newly unified kingdom that lasted approximately a hundred years. This kingdom, known as the Hasmonean kingdom after Hyrcanus’s clan, was nearly as large as the kingdom of David had been. It is significant that during this dynasty political power was held by the priestly family, a pattern continued throughout the rest of the second commonwealth insofar as the Sanhedrin, the Jews’ highest judicial and ecclesiastical council, was headed up by the high priest.

      The Roman occupation. When the Romans extended their empire into the Middle East, they installed a series of rulers over the Jews, the most notable of whom was Herod the Great. Herod was Idumean (from “Edomite,” a descendant of Esau), not Jewish. He was known for his paranoid cruelty, of which the slaughter of the infants in Bethlehem is only a small example (Matthew 2:16). But he also worked hard to please the Jews by undertaking an extensive renovation of the temple that turned into a rebuilding. It was not actually finished until many decades after Herod’s death, just a few years before it was demolished by the Romans in AD 70. When Herod died, the Romans carved his kingdom into several tetrarchies. They also ruled some of the land directly through a procurator, for example, Pontius Pilate (Luke 3:1-2). Relations between Romans and Jews deteriorated until they came to full-blown war in AD 70. Jewish life during the Roman occupation, the time when Jesus of Nazareth lived, was characterized by (1) devotion to God, (2) Messianic expectation, and (3) party divisions.

      First, it was a time of devotion to God. The nation as a whole was committed to keeping God’s law and practicing the required temple sacrifices. We cannot assess the depth of this devotion, but, compared to the many times of apostasy described in the Old Testament, this was a good period.

      Second, it was a time of Messianic expectation. Several people appeared in Palestine claiming to be the Messiah, for example, a man named Judas in AD 6 who gathered a following in Galilee (Acts 5:37). The role of these Messiah figures was not necessarily well defined, but it tended to have a political orientation, its main purpose being to throw off Roman overlordship.

      Third, it was a time of party divisions. There were a number of parties, political and religious, that made their presence felt in all areas of life. Most common people did not belong to a specific party but did identify or sympathize to varying degrees with one or the other. The five (or maybe just four) main parties included the Sadducees, the Pharisees, the Herodians, the Essenes, and the Zealots.

      A priest did not have to be a Sadducee and a Sadducee did not have to be a priest, but there was a great amount of overlap between the two groups. As the party of priests, the Sadducees exercised important political power as part of their heritage from the Hasmonean era. The high priest, who was a Sadducee, was the leader of the Sanhedrin. Because the Romans supported their leadership, the Sadducees in return cooperated with the Romans to a considerable extent. The Sadducees’ religious focus was on the temple sacrifices. They did not believe in angels or predestination, and they did not occupy themselves with Messianic expectations (not surprising for a party holding the political reins). Recent excavations of priestly living quarters in Jerusalem have reinforced the idea that the Sadducees constituted a wealthy aristocracy.
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          Figure 2.4. Hands in the formation of the high priest blessing the people, which was adopted in the TV series Star Trek as the Vulcan greeting “Live long and prosper”

        

      

      A scribe did not have to be a Pharisee, and a Pharisee did not have to be a scribe, but, once again, there was a great amount of overlap. Apparently the party of the Pharisees began with the scribes who copied the Scriptures. Consequently, the Pharisees became experts on the content and the interpretation of the law. By the time of the Roman occupation, the Pharisees had become teachers (rabbis). They belonged to various schools, for example, the conservative “House of Shammai” and the more popular and more liberal “House of Hillel.” In the fourteen hundred years since the Israelites first settled in the land, much of the law needed to be interpreted to fit changing conditions. The Pharisees took the lead in applying the law to these new situations, creating an “Oral Torah,” which, as the name says, was not committed to writing lest it compete with the written Torah that God revealed to Moses.

      On the whole, the rabbis followed the principle that it is frequently safer to advocate the most rigorous interpretation of a law rather than a very lenient one. That way, someone who broke the law would hopefully only transgress its human interpretation instead of God’s actual command. Thus, God’s law would be protected from human violations, a practice called “building a fence around the law.” The Pharisees emphasized meticulous observance of the law in all areas of life. In contrast to the Sadducees, they promoted belief in angels, predestination, and a future Messiah. The Pharisees were more popular among the common people than the Sadducees.

      The Herodians are mentioned in the New Testament without explanation. They were either a political party favoring the monarchy of the Herodian family or, possibly, a religious group that had been favored particularly by the Herodian dynasty. In the latter case they may have been identical with the Essenes.14

      The Essenes left mainstream Judaism, possibly over the fact that the Hasmonean king came from the line of priests beginning with Moses’ brother, Aaron, a blemish under the law. They are not mentioned in the New Testament, but they are described by Josephus (who does not mention the Herodians). They were particularly favored by Herod, who obviously had a vested interest in not reviving the Hasmonean dynasty. The Essenes lived communally and observed the law even more punctiliously than the Pharisees did.15 They believed they were the only remaining true Israelites and that God would eventually vindicate them. It is commonly accepted that the community living at Qumran, which bequeathed us the celebrated Dead Sea Scrolls, was a group of Essenes.

      More nationalistic than religious, the Zealots promoted the independence of the Jews from the Romans. In the years before the final war, they carried out terrorist activities against the Romans and at times against Jews who cooperated with the Romans. These attacks eventually led to full-blown war and the destruction of Jerusalem, its walls, and the temple complex.

    

    
    
      THE RISE OF RABBINIC JUDAISM

      The world of Judaism changed drastically with the destruction of the temple in AD 70. The Sadducees, the party of the priests, went out of business permanently. The Zealots made a last stand at Herod’s fortress, Masada, in AD 73, which ended with the mass suicide of 956 people on the eve of being captured by the Romans. The Herodians or Essenes never enjoyed much popular support and disappeared after the war. The Pharisees, as the only remaining party, were in an ideal position to assume the leadership of Judaism. As experts in the whole law, they were able to direct the continuation of a new Judaism without sacrifices. From this point on, Pharisaic Judaism was mainline Judaism. From the destruction of the temple into the present time, the agenda for Jewish life and practice has been set by the rabbis, who are the spiritual descendants of the Pharisees. Their accumulated wisdom was known as the “Oral Law,” or “Oral Torah,” as it was in the time of the Pharisees.

      One of the outstanding rabbis, Yochanan ben Zakkai, was on good terms with the Roman emperor Vespasian, and received permission from him to reconvene a diminished version of the Sanhedrin. They met in the Mediterranean city of Yavneh (Jamnia) to resolve various issues under the new conditions. One of the points of interest was the written Torah, and—despite the once-popular notion of a “Council of Jamnia” that determined the canon of Hebrew Scriptures—the discussions were based on an already established consensus on which books were considered sacred Scriptures.16

      The emerging Christian community also accepted the books recognized at Yavneh, the only difference being the order in which the books were arranged together. Thus, the books recognized as Jewish Scripture are identical to the Christian Old Testament. The Hebrew canon was arranged into three major divisions: Torah, Prophets, and Writings. In another conflation of words, the whole of these is referred to as Tanakh, based on “T” for Torah, “N” for Nevi’im (the Prophets), and “kh” for Khetuvim (the Writings).

      The Torah consists of the “teachings,” or the “law.” It includes the five books revealed by God to Moses: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. The Prophets are divided into the former prophets—Joshua, Judges, 1–2 Samuel, 1–2 Kings—and the later ones—Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the “Twelve” (the so-called minor prophets from Hosea to Malachi). The Writings include all other books, which are classified differently in Christian Bibles: Psalms, Job, Proverbs, Ruth, Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes, Lamentations, Esther, Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, 1–2 Chronicles.

      The Mishnah. As paradoxical as it may sound, by the end of the first century AD, the time had come to write down the Oral Law. It was one thing to keep it unwritten in the confines of cities where the rabbis taught and debated each other publicly, but quite another when the Jewish people were becoming scattered in foreign countries.

      To this end, for several decades groups of rabbis met in Tiberius by the Sea of Galilee and hammered out many of the fine points of interpretation and application. Two important figures who took the leadership in this process were Rabbi Meier and Rabbi Akiba. After a lengthy interruption, discussed below, the work was completed by Rabbi Judah the Prince, a scholar of distant royal descent, around AD 200. He finished it and gave it the form in which we have it today. The final result was a sizable volume, the Mishnah.17

      The Mishnah is divided into six categories: (1) Seeds: containing laws on agriculture and prayer; (2) Feasts: laws concerning holy days and the writing of scrolls; (3) Women: laws concerning marriage and other vows; (4) Damages: civil and criminal laws as well as prohibitions concerning idolatry; (5) Holy Matters: sacrifices and laws for the temple; and (6) Purities: ritual cleanliness and purification. Each division wrestles with seemingly innumerable questions and their further ramifications concerning obedience to the law.

      For example, the law of Moses specifies that all leaven (yeast) is to be removed from a house prior to Passover (Exodus 12:15). The Mishnah addresses questions such as these: When can we be sure that all leaven is gone?18 What about leavened dough that may have become stuck in a crack in the kneading trough? What do we do with cosmetics that may contain minuscule amounts of leaven? What do you do if you are not certain whether some item contains leaven? What if a mouse seizes a bit of leavened bread and disappears with it into a hole in a wall? In detail that appears not to leave the least little contingency untouched, the Mishnah speaks to these issues. The rabbis applied the same thoroughness to all other interpretations of laws.

      The style of the Mishnah is not to give a simple exposition of the interpretations involved. Instead, each section may state a consensus where it has been attained, but it may also play opposing viewpoints against each other where there is no unanimity. In a typical discussion we might read that whereas Rabbi Gamaliel stated one opinion, Rabbi Judah’s view is slightly different. In fact, the bulk of the Mishnah consists of balancing different authorities, and sometimes no final determination is reached.19

      The interruption to the Mishnah project, referred to above, began in AD 136. A leader of a revived Zealot group, Bar Kochba, instigated a new rebellion that ended with another crushing defeat by the Romans. Rabbi Akiba supported Bar Kochba because he thought he might be the Messiah; both were executed. Jerusalem was razed once again; this time the emperor Hadrian rebuilt Jerusalem as a pagan city and named it Aeolia Capitolina, dedicated to the god Jupiter.

      This second defeat exacerbated all the tragedies of AD 70. This time the Jews lost their homeland, not just their temple. For the next eighteen hundred years, the history of Jewish religion and culture is a history of a people in exile. A small remnant remained in the land as Judaism continued its development in other parts of the world. The land itself was occupied by the Romans, followed by the Byzantines, the Persians (briefly), the Arabs, the European crusaders, the Turks, and the British before it once again became the Jewish homeland.

      The Talmud. After the Romans destroyed Jerusalem, the Jewish people spread into many parts of the world. The first great center of Jewish life and religion in the dispersion was Babylon under the aegis of the revived Persian kingdom (the Sassanids). The Persians occasionally persecuted the Jews. But perhaps partially because the Persian religion (Zoroastrianism) was similar to the Jewish religion in many beliefs, the Persians were for the most part willing to let the Jews live and at times even thrive independently in their midst. We must keep in mind, though, that many Jews had relocated to other places.

      During this time more writings were composed and collected. In addition to further halakic (which means “legal exposition”) literature, less formal traditions, including stories illustrating the application of the law, were also committed to writing. This narrative strain was called Haggadah and became part of a second major collection, called the Gemara. Thus there now were two large works, the Mishnah and the Gemara. Eventually Mishnah (Halakah) and Gemara (Haggadah) were joined together into one massive tome called the Talmud.
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          Figure 2.5. Composition of the Talmud

        

      

      There are actually two versions of the Talmud. The Palestinian (or Jerusalem) Talmud was finished in the fourth century. The larger Babylonian Talmud was finished in the fifth century. The magnitude of this work can be seen by the fact that an English translation spans seventeen dense volumes (plus an index volume). The Talmud is organized into fifty-five tractates of uneven length. A tractate contains many subsections. A typical subsection begins with a passage from the Torah. Then comes the discussion from the Mishnah, which takes up only a small space in relation to the whole. Then comes the Gemara, which is the larger part. Anyone reading the Mishnah who may have thought that all possible concerns had been raised and addressed will be overwhelmed by the Gemara. Many fine points are brought up, are split into even finer points, and are analyzed at length. The Haggadah portions also provide illustrations from the lives of famous rabbis, and frequently, by stream of consciousness or association of words, an illustration may trigger a digression of several pages. For example, the discussion on removing leaven at Passover is based on only two or three verses from the Bible. In the English translation of the Mishnah it takes up five pages. In the English Talmud the discussion covers 298 pages.20

      In Hebrew the pages of the Talmud are arranged concentrically: Torah, which is surrounded by Mishnah, which is surrounded by Gemara. Space is left on the outside for further notes. The most conservative groups place the Talmud virtually on a par with inspired Scripture. Others consider it to be authoritative but not inspired. More liberal Jews revere the Talmud only for its historical value. But in all cases, the discussion of the issues raised by the Talmud continue.
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          Figure 2.6. A page of the Talmud

        

      

      The Talmud is the authoritative source of Jewish law and tradition. The laws regulating dress, diet (laws of kashrut) and prayer, as well as the many other components of the law that are accepted as standard for Jewish life, are based on the Talmud. To this day, preparation for the rabbinate in Orthodox Judaism centers on exhaustive Talmudic study, but members of other denominations will study the law as well. In fact, the study of the Torah may constitute the highest form of worship in Rabbinic Judaism.

    

    
    
      THE MOVE TO SPAIN AND THE MIDDLE AGES

      When Shi’ite Islam came to Persia in the seventh century AD, it did not completely eliminate the native Zoroastrians or the Jews who had resided there for several centuries, but they and their cultures were tolerated as dhimmis, those who were allowed to maintain their religions under great restrictions as long as they paid their annual dues (the jizya, see chapter three). Eventually, the Iberian peninsula (now Portugal and Spain) became the next great center for Jewish study and learning. The Umayyad Caliphate’s preoccupation with fighting the so-called Christian armies allowed the Jews a time of freedom to reflect, teach, and write.

      Of course, Jews were living in other areas as well, though their lives were more difficult on the whole. Throughout the European Middle Ages, regardless of location, Jewish culture and religion experienced cycles of tolerance and persecution. For example, when Christendom became enthralled with the Crusades, knights on their way to the Holy Land would practice their military skills by slaughtering Jews at home. In AD 1096 the First Crusade began with the murder of fifty thousand Jews in the Rhineland.21
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          Figure 2.7. Areas of Jewish flourishing during the diaspora

        

      

      At the same time the Talmudic tradition continued to be expounded by leaders whose popularity is evidenced by the fact that they received lasting nicknames. Two of the most influential writers are known as Rashi and Rambam. Rashi set the standard for literal interpretation of Scripture.22 He defended the traditional understandings of the origin of Scripture (for example, identifying Moses as the author of the Torah) and argued that a literal reading must always take precedence over an allegorical or a moral meaning. Rambam (Moses Maimonides, AD 1128–1204), already cited above, wrote a lengthy summation of the Talmud, the Mishneh Torah, as well as the Guide for the Perplexed, an intellectual defense of Judaism.23 He was a scholar and scientist whose interests spanned many areas of medieval learning. His works were read and quoted by Christian philosophers as well. Thomas Aquinas spoke of him deferentially as “Rabbi Moses.”

    

    
    
      KABBALAH

      Alongside the ongoing interpretation of the law by scholars such as Rambam and Rashi, the Middle Ages also saw the development of a highly mystical strand of Judaism. It is called kabbalah, and it counters the stereotype of Judaism as a purely legalistic obedience to the law without a personal intimate relationship to God.24 Kabbalah literally means “tradition,” but specifically implies Jewish mysticism. The end result of this practice is called devekuth, which is a bond, or, more literally, an adhesion of the person to God.

      Early Jewish mysticism has been called merkavah mysticism, from the Hebrew word for “chariot.” The reason is that God’s throne in Ezekiel 1:26 was sometimes pictured as a celestial chariot, though the actual word does not appear in that context. The goal of this form of spirituality was to raise the soul through the various levels of heaven until it could finally see God on the throne of the third heaven. But one could not do so without preparation by fasting and prayer. As merkavah mysticism developed, the ascent of the soul was increasingly pictured as a very dangerous enterprise. The levels were given sublevels, each one guarded by an angel who might kill a person who was unprepared and did not know the appropriate passwords. Some scholars have suggested that the experience mentioned by the apostle Paul in 2 Corinthians 12, in which he saw indescribable things in the third heaven, may have been the kind of experience that Jewish mystics sought.25

      Various schools of kabbalah developed during the Middle Ages and produced quite a few writings. The most famous and most influential of the mystical treatises most likely had its origin in Spain. The book was called the Zohar, which literally means “Book of Splendor.”26 It claims to have been written by Shimon bar Yochai (“Rashbi”), a second-century sage in Israel. However, with some exceptions, the scholarly consensus is that the author was Moses de Leon who lived in Spain in the thirteenth century.27

      The Zohar is a monumental book, or better, compilation of books. In an allegedly awkward style of Aramaic, the various parts of the Zohar describe the universe in its relation to the being and glory of God. In this grand vision God is all and all is God. Adam’s fall into sin created a distance between God and creation or, to put it more starkly, between God and the part of him known as creation. The point of human existence is to return to God. God in himself is without name or description and is simply referred to as Ein Sof, “the Infinite Pure Light.”

      When the Jews were forced out of Spain, a new center of Jewish mysticism established itself in the small town of Safed in Israel. One of the leaders was Isaac Luria (AD 1534–1572). He did not write down his insights, but his disciples did, and a very colorful scenario, built on the message of the Zohar, emerges.

      Luria explored the relationship between God and creation. If ultimately God is all, how can there be a second being, namely, a created material universe? God had to make room by contracting himself so as to leave space for creation. Thus, God brought the world into being by retracting his direct presence. Since God is light, his withdrawal, called Tzimtzum, left a large amount of light in the newly released space. The light was safely stored in certain vessels.

      Luria expanded on the effects of the fall. Unfortunately, when Adam sinned, the vessels exploded, and shards of light became scattered all around. Thus, people can find God’s light throughout the material world, and particularly within their souls. The aim, then, is to recover the light and to establish a relationship with God on its basis.

      God now manifests himself through ten attributes, called sefirot, but human beings in general cannot relate to them because the souls of fallen people are covered by a shell, the kelipah, in which good and evil are mixed together. The evil comes from the negation of God’s creation, sitra achra, the “other side.” Thus, righteous persons must break through their confinement under the kelipah by collecting the shards of light, which they do by keeping God’s commandments and doing good deeds. Then they can find their place in God once again. This is possible for Jews and Righteous Gentiles because they are born with two souls: one is the natural soul, which all people have, while Jews and Righteous Gentiles have a second soul to reconnect with which they can reconnect with God. When sufficient amounts of light have been recovered, the Messianic age will commence.

      One aspect of kabbalah that has intrigued Jews as well as Gentiles for centuries, but is actually only a small part of it, is numerological mysticism, gematria (the word gematria is related to the word geometry). According to this tradition, each letter of the Hebrew alphabet is assigned a certain number value. Consequently, each word has a numerical equivalent, and simple arithmetical analysis of important words can yield spiritual insights that would otherwise remain unknown. In The Chosen, novelist Chaim Potok gives us a delightful example of gematria as it is practiced by the Hasidic rebbe, Reb Saunders:

      
        Listen. In gematriya, the words “this world” come out one hundred sixty-three, and the words “the world-to-come” come out one hundred fifty-four. The difference between “this world” and “the world-to-come” comes out to nine. Nine is half of eighteen. Eighteen is chai, life. In this world there is only half of chai. We are only half alive in this world! Only half alive!28

      

      Kabbalah continues to be a presence in Judaism, but of late has also been uprooted, distorted, and marketed outside of Judaism in an unconscionable manner. What was intended to bring people to holiness is now pandered as a formula for worldly success. A website defines kabbalah in the following manner: “Kabbalah is an ancient wisdom that . . . offers insights and practical wisdom that can transform your life.”29 It certainly transforms the way that pious people in search of a relationship with God have understood kabbalah.

    

    
    
      EXPULSION FROM SPAIN

      In 1469 Ferdinand, eventually King of Aragon, and Isabella, eventually Queen of Castile, got married and decided to rule their respective domains in tandem. They agreed that their kingdoms should be uniformly Christian and, consequently, gave all Jews an ultimatum in 1492 to either convert to Catholic Christianity or to leave their realm. Consequently, in 1492, the year we remember for Columbus’s voyage, the Jews in Spain experienced a great tragedy. Ferdinand and Isabella issued a decree expelling all Jews from Spain. Ironically, a number of kabbalistic scholars had predicted that 1492 would be the great year of redemption.30 Instead, it turned out to be a year of horror. Once again, a whole population of Jews proceeded into exile. Many of these Jews from Spain settled in southeastern Europe, which at the time was under Turkish domination. There they led a relatively peaceful existence.

      At this time there were two major groups of Jews in Europe: Sephardic Jews and Ashkenazic Jews. Sephardic Jews had Spanish roots, and their culture became influenced by the customs of their earlier Arab and now Turkish neighbors. They spoke a language called “Ladino,” which is basically a Spanish dialect written with Hebrew characters.

      Ashkenazic Jews had roots in northern and northeastern Europe. They tended to keep a distance from the surrounding Gentile Europeans. Their vernacular was Yiddish, basically a dialect of German written with Hebrew characters. The distinction between Sephardic and Ashkenazic Jews persists to this day. For example, the city of Indianapolis boasts a specifically Sephardic synagogue alongside others that would not necessarily label themselves as Ashkenazic but are so by default. The distinction has also caused some social problems in the modern country of Israel, where Sephardic Jews feel that they have been victims of discrimination.

      The expulsion from Spain bred a feeling of despair, trying to find yet another safe place to live without the ongoing threat of persecution. The experience led to a desire for political as well as spiritual deliverance, something that would be the case when Messiah would come.

    

    
    
      MESSIANISM AND SABBATAI ZEVI

      The identity and purpose of the Messiah are not well developed in the Jewish traditions as a whole, but some ideas about him have become common. Some Jews have believed that there would be two messiahs, Messiah Son of Joseph, who would not be successful, followed by Messiah Son of David, who would fulfill his expected role. According to Moses Maimonides, the Messiah will

      
        renew the Davidic dynasty, restoring it to its initial sovereignty. He will build the Temple and gather the dispersed of Israel. Then, in his days, the observance of all the statutes will return to their previous state. We will offer sacrifices, observe the Sabbatical and Jubilee years according to all their particulars as described by the Torah.31

      

      However, in Maimonides’s expectations, the Messiah was going to be a normal human being, not someone with supernatural attributes or powers. “One should not presume that the Messianic king must work miracles and wonders, bring about new phenomena in the world, resurrect the dead, or perform other similar deeds. This is definitely not true.”32

      All of Israel will return to their homeland. Every Jew will observe the entire Torah. The temple will be rebuilt. The scriptural laws of worship will be observed. The Torah will not be abolished, as some people were saying, and there will not be a “new Torah.” Everyone, not just Jews, will benefit from the Messianic kingdom. Thus, a simple test of whether a person could be the Messiah is whether he brings about these things: “If he succeeds in the above, builds the Temple in its place, and gathers the dispersed of Israel, he is definitely the Mashiach. He will then improve the entire world, motivating all the nations to serve God together.”33

      There is also a very simple negative criterion. If someone thinks that a certain person might be the Messiah, but this person dies before he has accomplished everything, he clearly was not the Messiah. “If he did not succeed to this degree or was killed, he surely is not the redeemer promised by the Torah.”34 Thus, for example, this rule was applied to Bar Kochba, who led a revolt against the Romans in AD 136. Rabbi Akibah, who was one of the catalysts of the Mishnaic movement, even anointed him as Messiah. But he died. Ergo, he was not the Messiah. The idea of a dying-and-rising Messiah was put heavily to the test in the first century and in our own time.35

      
        [image: From the waist up, an older man with a beard wearing a coat over a buttoned shirt. He holds a scroll in one hand and looks into the distance.]

        
          Figure 2.8. Statue of Sabbatai Zevi in Montenegro

        

      

      What follows here is the story of one failed pseudo-Messiah by the name of Sabbatai Zevi, who lived several centuries after Maimonides. When he became known in the seventeenth century, many Jews thought that the Messiah had come. Not since the days of Jesus or Bar Kochba had such a large group of Jews been overcome by Messianic fervor. Jews in Europe, the Middle East and North Africa became united in the belief that Sabbatai Zevi was the anointed one sent from God to redeem his people.

      Sabbatai Zevi was born in Smyrna, now a part of Turkey. He studied the Zohar and other mystical literature and eventually came to believe that he was the Messiah. Apparently he suffered from bipolar disorder, alternating between states of dark resignation and high euphoria. When euphoric, he often deliberately broke the law, even to the point of blasphemy. A circle of close followers, composed at first mostly of men who were steeped deeply in kabbalah and of some superficial and naive believers, saw this behavior as a Messianic sign.

      In 1665 a young man named Nathan of Gaza publicly proclaimed that Sabbatai was the Messiah. Sabbatian enthusiasm soared. Intense repentance and anticipation broke out among Jewish communities ranging as far north as Sweden and south into Africa, as people left their jobs, danced in the streets, and ignored their personal responsibilities. Messianic excitement reached fever intensity when Sabbatai traveled to Constantinople, supposedly to convert the Turkish sultan to Judaism. But Sabbatai was captured and threatened with execution if he did not convert to Islam. Without much hesitation, Sabbatai agreed to convert, and thus in 1666 the supposed Messiah became a Muslim, at least outwardly.

      It is hard to overstate the impact that these events had on Jewish life for the next century or more. The failed movement gave rise to unprecedented despair and hopelessness. Some Jews continued to believe in the Messiahship of Sabbatai Zevi, including Sabbatai himself. It is instructive for us to focus on this phenomenon as an example of how a religion may function in the lives of people. Some of Sabbatai’s disciples interpreted his apostasy (along with his many earlier blasphemies) as a necessary form of suffering. They interpreted his actions as producing a profound anguish, which the Messiah had to undergo to redeem his people. But his pain would lead to the salvation of the world. Right into the nineteenth century, marginal movements preached the need for Jewish apostasy in emulation of Sabbatai Zevi!37

      Nevertheless, the majority of those whose hopes had been raised and then crushed suffered horrendous disillusionment. This disappointment contributed to the formation of two new movements that arose in the eighteenth century, Hasidism and Reform Judaism. Obviously, there were other factors involved as well, such as the impact of Enlightenment culture and an allegedly abstract mindset of Rabbinic Judaism. Both movements are characterized by an attempt to redefine Jewish self-conception.

    

    
    
      HASIDISM

      The Sabbatai Zevi fiasco left Judaism in turmoil. The Talmudic orthodoxy, the continuing Sabbatian movement, and various kabalistic influences all competed for people’s attention. Eventually a certain order returned, and the rise of East European Hasidism was the product of that new order.

      The central figure of this movement was a man named Israel ben Eliezer, who became known as Baal Shem Tov (“master of the good name” or “good master of the name”), which was affectionately abridged as “the Besht.” He was born in the Ukraine in 1700. His youth and early adulthood were characterized by professional failure since his greatest pleasure was to be outdoors in nature and contemplate the presence of God. But as he pursued his true calling as a supposed miracle worker and link to God, he gained a large following among the Jews of eastern European countries.

      At the heart of Baal Shem Tov’s teaching was a new optimism. He claimed that God is not found in studying and obeying the law. Rather, God is found inside a person and is manifested through singing and dancing. Instead of pursuing old forms at all costs, Jewish people should pursue the joyful expression of God in their midst. The Besht allowed up-to-date cultural forms. Thus, for example, he traded the old medieval kaftan (a long robe) for the stylish black coat and black fur-trimmed hat of the East European gentleman and encouraged his followers to assume modern fashionable attire as well.

      This new teaching subsequently followed a path that many other religious renewal movements have trod. Almost immediately the movement became stuck in the new outward forms. (Compare, for example, what happened with the Besht’s contemporaries, the Amish.) The Hasidim traded in one set of obligatory cultural forms for an even more rigid code governing dress and other external aspects of life. Today Hasidism has often become labeled as a reactionary approach to Judaism, in complete opposition to Baal Shem Tov’s original intentions. In dress and lifestyle, many Hasidic Jews have clung to eighteenth-century forms.

      Even though the Besht did not regard the law as the closest doorway to God, he did not counsel antinomianism. Hasidism was (and still is) an Orthodox movement, and Hasidic Jews keep all of the Talmudic requirements. The popular press frequently refers to them as “ultra-Orthodox” or “fundamentalist.” Apart from the somewhat negative connotations that these terms may carry in the public square, they are also meaningless. For one thing, if someone is orthodox, he or she is abiding by all required beliefs and practices; that’s what orthodoxy means, and there cannot be a greater amount of orthodoxy beyond all. Consequently, they don’t consider themselves as more orthodox, but are considering other branches as less than orthodox. Furthermore, the term fundamentalist stems from some evangelical Christian books published in the early twentieth century defending biblical doctrines, such as the deity of Christ and the inspiration of the Bible against modernist criticism.36 There are no Jewish “fundamentals” in a similar sense.38 Their preferred self-designation is Haredi, a term based on Isaiah 66:2, 5, and refers to those who “tremble at God’s Word,” which is to say, “those who take God’s commandments extremely seriously.”39

      Shortly after Baal Shem Tov’s death, the Hasidic movement organized itself into various local communities named after villages. For example, the Lubavitcher movement was named after the Russian town of Lubavitch. At the center of each community was the rebbe or tzaddik (a “righteous man”) who was believed to have supernatural mystical powers. Since the tzaddikim were thought of as able to effect miracle cures and predict the future, their communities gave them unconditional obedience.

      Intense persecution drove many Hasidic groups to America and Israel, where they set up their communities as closely as possible to the original pattern. Most Hasidim who remained in Europe were exterminated by the Nazis. Some initially objected to the formation of modern Israel because it represented the restoration of the kingdom of God without the Messiah, but out of that group some have located themselves in Israel without accepting the legitimacy of the government, while a few others have accepted it as an accomplished fact and are contributing to the nation’s welfare.40

      
        
          Table 2.2. Estimate of membership number in American Jewish denominations*1 
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      REFORM JUDAISM

      Reform Judaism also arose in the eighteenth century. It accepted Western European cultural and intellectual fashions. Scholars recognize Moses Mendelssohn as the pioneer of this movement. He studied at the University of Berlin, abandoned outward Jewish forms and became a writer whose works enjoyed broad popularity among German intellectuals. Mendelssohn came to symbolize a new approach to Judaism, one in which Jews saw themselves as being free to become a part of the culture in which they lived. Following this mindset, a German rabbi named Abraham Geiger is called the “father” of the Reform Movement in the sense that he actively created a network of modern rabbis who shared the outlook that it is an intrinsic part of Judaism to adapt to changes in culture.

      This new movement spread quickly throughout the Western world, including Germany, France, England, and the United States. For example, a Reform temple was founded in Charleston, South Carolina, early in the nineteenth century.41

      Most fundamentally, the Reform movement does not see traditional forms as authoritative. Thus, for example, the Talmud is not considered the standard of Judaism. Following Orthodox practice is not considered wrong; it is just not binding. The various practices of Judaism are subject to constant development.

      Reform Judaism is not looking for a messiah. If a Messianic office exists, it is fulfilled by the people as a whole, who are working to make this a better world (and are, in this sense, redeeming the world).

      Reform Judaism initially opposed the creation of a separate homeland for Jews, maintaining that Jews should be at home in their country of birth.42 In the wake of the Holocaust, however, Reform Jews became ardent supporters of the state of Israel.

      Reform Jews refer to their meeting places as temples, having given up the expectation of a restored temple in Jerusalem. Reform worship services were deliberately modeled on Christian Protestant forms. Men and women sit together and participate in a liturgy that is mostly in the vernacular. (Recently some American congregations have started including more Hebrew.) Services include congregational singing accompanied by organ music and an informational sermon.

      In terms of theological and social issues of the day, the Reform movement has generally been in the vanguard of modern liberalism. Reform theology accepts biblical criticism. The congregations are usually active in promoting political positions on the side of minority empowerment and social concern. For instance, the Reform congregation in Indianapolis supports abortions rights groups and a center that cares for AIDS patients.

    

    
    
      CONSERVATIVE JUDAISM

      The Conservative movement was born out of the work of Zecharias Frankel in nineteenth-century Germany. If Orthodox Judaism is characterized by adhering to the law and Reform Judaism by accommodating to contemporary culture, then Conservative Judaism is characterized by adhering to the law while adapting to contemporary culture. It attempts to maintain the basics of Jewish law (dietary laws, prayer, morality) while permitting more contemporary forms of dress and worship. For example, men and women sit together and most of the worship service is in the vernacular. Conservative Judaism has flourished in the United States. In smaller communities that can support only one synagogue, a Conservative congregation can meet the needs of Orthodox, Conservative, and Reform members.

    

    
    

      OTHER JEWISH GROUPS

      Karaite Jews rejected the Talmud back in the eighth century, when a remnant of Jews still existed in Babylon. They claimed that the only valid authority in Judaism was the Torah and thus denied the legacy of rabbinic interpretations. As one example, the persistent question of who is a Jew is determined according to the Talmud by whether the mother is Jewish. The Karaite movement, on the other hand, seeing that the patriarchs and the tribes were delineated by the father’s affiliation, maintain that one must have a Jewish father to be considered Jewish. Karaite Judaism has persisted as a tiny movement into the present. Its headquarters are located in the Jewish quarter of the old city of Jerusalem.

      Reconstructionist Judaism originated as a group within Conservative Judaism. It was the innovation of the American rabbi Mordecai Kaplan, whose 1934 book Judaism as a Civilization became its motivational resource.43 The movement has its own rabbinic school, the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College, and thus it is recognized institutionally as a fourth branch of Judaism, though a rather nonconformist one. Its point is that religious Judaism cannot be divorced from the rest of Jewish life and culture. It must exist within the totality of what it means to be Jewish, and—reciprocally—Jewish culture cannot exist apart from a religious component. Judaism must be viewed holistically, and religion is one, albeit only one, important aspect of its development.

      However, Reconstructionism requires no specific religious beliefs. It allows for any religious view that might be offered by the contemporary cafeteria of ideas as long as they are suitable for Judaism’s station in history, ranging from a hesitant theism to outright pantheism. Similarly, moral judgments must be considered to be relevant to the contemporary world. On the one hand, this expectation eliminates the authority of the Torah, while on the other hand clearing space for the ephemeral concerns of whatever passes as right and wrong in contemporary society. Jews who are faithful to their heritage should be religious—as long as their understanding of God has surpassed that of YHWH in the Bible—and they should be moral—as long as the principles espoused have developed beyond the outmoded demands made by the Torah and the Talmud.

      Yemenite Jews existed in isolation in the southern part of the Arabian peninsula for many years, and they have preserved many of their own customs and culture. They dress in blue-and-white stripes and most of them are short (allegedly because their Muslim overlords would not tolerate any non-Muslims who were taller than they were, and so they killed all tall Jews). They experienced a drastic initiation into modern technological society when they were transported en masse to Israel in the late 1940s.44

      Falasha Jews lived in a small community deep in Ethiopia, believing that they were the only Jews in the world. Cut off from the world at large, they had never heard of the worldwide Jewish community or Talmudic orthodoxy. They lived according to traditions that they had preserved from the earliest times of the second commonwealth. The world heard of the Falashas during the 1980s when the government of Israel employed a massive airlift to rescue them from a serious famine in Ethiopia.
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