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Meet the author


Welcome to World Faiths – An Introduction!


I have always been fascinated by the different religions which are found around the world. There are two main reasons for this. The first is that religion is usually connected to the culture of people, to their history and sometimes to their political system. In other words, religion is not an isolated phenomenon, but something intimately connected with all aspects of people’s lives. The second reason is that religions try to respond to the really profound questions of life – the questions that seem to be fundamental to all human beings. Why do we exist? What is the purpose of our short life? By what principles should we live our life? What happens after death? What should we choose to do with our life? Is the universe just a scientific accident, or is it directed by a divine being?


I am sure we would all love to know the answers to these questions! However, they are not the kind of questions for which the answers can be found outside ourselves. To have any idea about an answer we need to search within ourselves. The religions of the world are a testament to those people who have tried to do just that. They have reflected, meditated and searched within for answers to these great questions of existence. Sometimes the answers may not be entirely satisfactory, but we can feel inspired by the attempt of people to resolve these great questions of life. By studying religion, we also follow in their footsteps, trying to understand these questions as best we can. I hope this book will provide some small assistance on your search.


 


Paul Oliver, 2010





1: Only got a minute?



It is often suggested that in many parts of the world there is a diminishing interest in religion. The usual explanation is that in a post-modern society, the world is becoming more and more driven by a desire for consumer goods, and that this materialism is generally more attractive to people than religion. In other words, it is asserted that people are looking to the world outside themselves for gratification, rather than to the interior world of the spirit. While there may be some truth in this, there is also much evidence that interest in religion is not only surviving, but thriving. It may be, however, that this interest in things spiritual is going through a process of fairly rapid evolution. During the nineteenth century, and for most of the twentieth century, people tended to have very little choice in terms of religious practice. They tended to adopt the religion of the society into which they were born. However, with the rapid expansion of communications technology, people have realized that they do have choices. They can easily find many different outlets for their spirituality. Hence people attend meditation classes, yoga classes, non-denominational prayer meetings, spiritual churches, as well as many different forms of religious practice within the main world faiths. In addition, the need for a variety of religious practice has generated a range of different religious organizations and meeting places. In other words, interest in religion may not be diminishing, but simply diversifying. There is thus perhaps the need for books such as the present one, which seek to compare and contrast the range of religions that we find in the world.





5: Only got five minutes?



A great deal is often said about the apparent differences between religions, and of course, sadly, there have been many violent conflicts down the ages, based upon perceived or actual doctrinal differences between faiths. One could argue, however, that very often the origin of such conflicts lay in economic, social or political issues, with religion being used almost as the excuse rather than the cause of the conflict. It is not too difficult to point to differences between religions, even differences that seem to be extremely profound. For example, Jews, Christians and Muslims may find it very difficult to understand a religion such as Buddhism, which does not subscribe to belief in a single, creator God. Indeed, some people might argue that Buddhism does not fulfil the necessary criteria to count as a religion. They may consider that it is more like a psychology of human behaviour. Nevertheless, one can make out a case that the similarities between religions far exceed the differences. To start with, we can take the issue already noted, that all religions set out broadly to answer the same set of fundamental philosophical and religious questions. In other words, there is a common spirit of enquiry, designed to examine fundamental questions of human existence.


Secondly, all religions share a common concern with trying to provide advice on ways in which human beings can address the great moral questions which confront them in their lives. If we take an ethical question such as whether or not abortion is morally acceptable, then we find that all the principal world faiths take an approximately similar approach to it. In short, there is a general acceptance of the principle of the sanctity of human life. There is a generally common accord that it is wrong to terminate a foetus except in exceptional circumstances. Certainly, different religions acknowledge to differing degrees that social and personal circumstances may modify this general principle, but that does not affect the basic ethical belief in the sanctity of life. On a different but related ethical question, that of non-violence and the use of peaceful means wherever possible to resolve issues, there appears to be a general consensus among religions. All faiths seem to subscribe broadly to the principle of peace and non-violence. Some religions, it is true, make this an absolute principle, while others modify it depending upon particular circumstances. The Jain religion attaches great importance to the principle of non-violence, with its adherents making considerable efforts to avoid the possibility of harming or killing even microscopic creatures. Mahatma Gandhi took this principle of non-violence and adapted it to a political context, applying it to situations where he was faced with people of an opposing viewpoint to his own. Some other religions, such as Christianity, while supporting the principle of non-violence, forgiveness and the use of peaceful means, do appear to concede the use of violence in exceptional circumstances, and to as limited an extent as possible. In general, however, one can discern a shared belief in the morality of non-violence throughout the different religions.


Another apparently shared aspect of religions is the presence in most traditions of a mystical aspect to the faith. Mysticism is a difficult term to define, but points to the desire in human beings to have a direct and intimate relationship with God, or the divine spirit of the universe, depending upon the way in which the individual conceives of their religious belief. Quite apart from the mystical trend appearing to exist to varying degrees in all religions, it is also interesting that mystics tend to use similar techniques in different religions. It is common to employ various forms of meditation and breathing exercises, the chanting of prayers and mantras, and the use of contemplation and spiritual reflection. It is difficult to understand precisely the way in which members of different religions conceive of the mystical goal, but it is very interesting that this appears to be an almost universal religious trend. In other words, although religions may appear, in terms of doctrine, to be rather different, the argument can be made that there are great similarities between the world’s faiths.





10: Only got ten minutes?



If we consider so-called primitive religions, such as those associated with the indigenous peoples of North America or Australia, we can discern certain features which may indicate something of the evolution of patterns of belief and worship. There is first of all a vision of the place of human beings in the universe, the way in which humans are perceived as relating to the natural world. There is often also the idea of a spirit world which exists beyond the physical world, yet is connected to it. Out of these ideas emerge certain spiritual concepts, often linked to ceremonies and rituals which help the individual to be in contact with the world of the spirit or of ancestors. One aspect, however, that is broadly characteristic of this belief system is that the world of ‘religion’ is not necessarily thought of as distinct from the world of ‘everyday life’. The two are seen as intimately connected. Although there may be holy places which are respected and maintained by the tribe, these are very different from a modern church or temple, which is distinct from the institutions of the secular world. In the tribal context, religion may not even exist as a separate entity from everyday life. Everything that the tribe encounters in the natural world may be regarded as spiritual or as reflecting the religious life. In addition, although there may well be tribal spiritual leaders, mystics or shamans, they are not typically associated with the formation of the religion. The life of the spirit is seen as having existed typically since the beginning of the tribe, since time immemorial. Although there are generalizations here, we can contrast this situation with religious life in the contemporary age.


One difference is that there appears to be a greater emphasis upon the organization of religious experience. Although one can argue that religions are in many cases thoroughly integrated with the ordinary lives of people, nevertheless many of the major world faiths have a complex administrative and bureaucratic system to support them. There is the danger that these organizational structures can sometimes distance the religion from its members. One distinct feature of such organizational systems is the existence of large places of worship which are far removed from the idea of worship in a ‘primitive’ tribal system. Even if we look back to the origin of religions such as Christianity or Buddhism, we see in the lives of the founders a simplicity far removed from the great buildings associated with the religions today. The original Buddha, Siddhartha Gautama, led the life of a wandering religious mendicant, both before and after his enlightenment. When he became the Buddha, he walked from place to place in northern India, delivering sermons about his teaching, and receiving alms donations from those willing to give food. It was an extremely simple life, not dissimilar to that of Jesus, in a different place and time. Such religious teachers had no great bureaucracy to support them, simply a few disciples and followers, who no doubt provided a small degree of physical support in order that their teacher could continue with his work. Such a simple, spiritual existence contrasts enormously with the large-scale architecture, the complex hierarchies and roles, and the infrastructure of some of the major world faiths today. In order to understand contemporary religious experience, one has at least partly to understand the bureaucratic structures that support them. In each chapter of this book, devoted to a specific faith, there are sections on the history of the religion, and also on its organization. These sections try to describe and analyse the development and evolution of the religion, from its often very simple beginnings.


There is an attempt, for example, to analyse and explain the roles of the leaders of religions, and to try to show to whom members of faiths can turn for a definitive statement of the faith or interpretation of the key teachings. This differs considerably between religions. For example, in Sikhism and in Islam, a holy book holds a pre-eminent position in the religion in terms of providing a definitive statement of religious belief. This is different from say Catholicism, in which although the Bible is very important, the role of the Pope is very much to interpret Christian teachings. The sections on the organization of each religion also explore the different roles that are held within the religion. In most contemporary religions there is a form of hierarchical structure. Perhaps this is inevitable, given the scale of religious organizations and the very practical matters of administering them and, indeed, of managing the often substantial amounts of money associated with them. Religions are sometimes also divided into clergy and laity, a distinction which some religions find useful or perhaps essential, but which other faiths such as Sikhism have not adopted.


One feature of organized religion historically is that it has tended to be male-dominated. Attempts to reverse this have often given rise to contention, and continue to do so. In some ways religious organizations seem to be very little different from the remainder of society in their apparent reluctance to distribute power and authority equally between men and women. In the early days of the main world religions, there were clear gender divisions in society in terms of social roles. It was also perhaps less easy for women to lead the wandering life of a spiritual mendicant than it was for a man. Nevertheless, very little changed throughout the history of organized religion, until the advent of the social changes, and demands for gender equality in society in general, which arose in the twentieth century. It started to become more and more difficult for religious organizations to resist the argument that, if gender equality was needed in society at large, why not within religious organizations? Although changes are being made, albeit slowly, there is still resistance to gender equality within some religions.


Another interesting feature of world faiths is the development of new religious movements. In a sense, all religions which started at a particular time in history were once new religious movements. However, that term tends to be employed in relation either to groups who have broken away from mainstream religions, or to completely new groups which are theologically or ideologically different from any other religion. Some so-called ‘new’ religious movements have in fact been established for many years, while others are a recent phenomenon. Several examples of new religious movements are discussed in the book. One interesting aspect of such movements is that they do indicate the need among human beings to find a means of expressing spiritual feelings in a manner that seems suitable to them. This has led in the contemporary world to a considerable expansion in the number of new religions and new spiritual movements, aided to a considerable degree by the ability of such groups to contact people easily using new technology. Some new religious movements are in fact redevelopments of very ancient belief systems. Long before the advent of Christianity, there were various indigenous belief systems in Europe, which Christians later tended to describe as ‘pagan’. The latter became to some extent a pejorative term, and such religions were often suppressed. There has been, however, a resurgence of interest in such forms of spirituality, which are often related very closely to the natural world, and this has led to forms of so-called neo-paganism. This is an example of a ‘new’ religious movement which is not really new, but an attempt to recapture a very ancient tradition.


Although much is made of our secular, materialist society, religion appears to retain a position of significance. This is not really surprising when we consider that religion expresses our deepest feelings about the world, and the factors that tend to motivate and influence our behaviour. Whether or not people regard themselves as belonging to a specific religion, they are usually affected by considerations that are essentially religious or spiritual in nature, and hence the idea of a religious dimension to life seems destined to remain with us, and to occupy an important place in our lives.





1


Introduction: relationships between religions


In this chapter you will learn about:




	the wide variety of religious belief systems


	the characteristics of religious belief


	ethical principles within religions


	mystical aspects of world religions.





It seems to be a characteristic feature of human existence to sense that life has a spiritual dimension. This may manifest itself in terms of membership of one of the major world faiths or it may simply be that a person feels vaguely that there is ‘more to life’ than merely acquiring material possessions and meeting the physical requirements of existence. Where people are members of a major faith, then there are often certain expectations of the way in which they will behave. We perhaps assume that they will read certain religious texts; that they may pray to a deity or deities; that they will participate in certain religious rituals; that they will attend certain ceremonies at a place devoted to communal worship; and that they may subscribe to a particular code of ethical conduct. By the same token, those individuals who do not belong to a mainstream religious tradition may still have strong religious or spiritual feelings. They may, for example, have a deep sense of the continuity of life, beyond their own particular span of existence. They may see their own life as being part of a continuum, so that even though it has a definite beginning and end, it exists as part of a broader spectrum of universal existence which is separate from the purely physical, inanimate world. They may also have a sense of sharing a spiritual existence with other human beings. This may be in the sense that they believe that all human beings have certain common experiences as part of the nature of being human.


In short then, many people experience a spiritual dimension to life, whether or not they are part of an organized faith. This spiritual dimension can be contrasted with the secular approach to life, which is characterized in a typical sense by a preoccupation with the material things of life and satisfying the physical requirements of sustaining life. This is not to say, however, that there is a clear dividing line between what we might call the ‘spiritual’ and the ‘secular’. Listening to music, for example, may on one level be purely about physical enjoyment and appear to have no relationship to the spiritual life. Contrariwise, someone who listens to music which s/he really enjoys may experience a lifting of the spirit and an enhanced feeling about life very close to a spiritual experience which we might term ‘religious’.





Insight


There are many different terms used to describe feelings of religious experience. These include a sense of the ‘mystical’ or a feeling of unity with the divine. Whether we speak of spiritual experience or religious experience, all of these terms may point to a universal need in human beings to understand something of the world beyond our physical existence.





The distinction between the spiritual and the secular may in fact be a feature of contemporary society, rather than a long-standing historical phenomenon. In present-day society it is perfectly possible for someone to lead their life totally divorced from a sense of the spiritual. Such a person may successfully earn a living, have a house and car and rear well-adjusted children, without having any sense of the spiritual as part of their life. If a person is happy and feels that s/he leads a fulfilled life, then perhaps it is not completely clear why one might assume that they should have a religious dimension to their life. Although today it seems possible to make a decision to lead a purely secular life, in earlier societies this was much less usual.


In Shinto, the indigenous religion of Japan, there was originally no separate ‘name’ for Shinto. It only later became known as ‘Shinto’ to distinguish it from the newer religion of Buddhism. The fundamental reason for the lack of a distinguishing name originally was that Shinto was so much a part of everyday life there was no reason to distinguish a religious life from a secular life. Kami, or spirits, were seen as part of the natural world of trees, mountains and rivers and also as part of family ancestors. The entire world was a spiritual, religious world. Arguably there are parallels with Christian European society in the Middle Ages, and certainly with traditional Hindu society. One might also argue that there is a similar situation with regard to the world view of indigenous Americans or Australians. Both groups of people had (and have) a sophisticated relationship with the natural world, which was fundamentally spiritual.



The range of religious beliefs


When we consider societies in which the secular and the spiritual are very closely intertwined, it becomes far less easy to define clearly what we mean by the ‘religious’. It is perhaps far easier to achieve this distinction when we consider contemporary society. Certainly as we consider the range of world faiths, it is evident that there are enormous variations in patterns of belief and worship.


There are first of all faiths that have no deity to which people pray or carry out devotions. Perhaps the largest religion which comes into this category is Buddhism. To the uninitiated, Buddhists may appear to be worshipping the Buddha. After all, tourists may visit Buddhist temples in Thailand and see large golden statues of the Buddha at the front of a temple, much as there may be a large statue of the crucifixion in a Christian church. Although appearances may be to the contrary, there is no sense in which the Buddha is ‘worshipped’ as a deity. The Buddha is seen as a spiritually enlightened human being whose teaching is capable, if followed diligently, of helping human beings to reduce the suffering inherent in their lives. In terms of the statue of the Buddha, this is seen as an image of an enlightened person meditating and as such as a reminder of the teaching of the Buddha and of the potential inherent in all human beings to reduce suffering. A Buddhist would not normally, according to the teaching, pray to the Buddha for help in solving problems in life. A Buddhist would not, for example, pray for a miracle or for divine intervention in some form. The Buddhist would reflect upon the teachings of the Buddha, perhaps using the statue as a form of inspiration for what was, in fact, possible in life. Neither the Buddha image nor the historical Buddha himself is seen as any kind of deity. They are merely a reminder of the spiritual achievements of one human being and the way in which today Buddhists may utilize those achievements to improve the quality of their lives.





Insight


It is worth recognizing that in many religions there is usually a great diversity of practice. The culture of a country may interact with religious belief to produce a range of practice which may differ from that in a different cultural environment.





The situation in Christianity is very different from in Buddhism. Christians may pray to Jesus Christ, asking Him to intervene in the world to help them. Buddhists are entirely dependent upon their own efforts to help bring about a change in the world or to reduce their own suffering. Christians, by Contrast, besides their own efforts, would see the possibility that through their faith in God, God would be able, in principle, to intervene and help them in their lives. Christianity shares a clearly monotheistic world view with Islam, Judaism and Sikhism, among others. This is not to say, of course, that members of these different faiths have the same perception of the deity in their particular religion; only that they subscribe to the view that there is a single deity. Some other faiths, such as Taoism, appear to subscribe to the view not that a deity as such exists, but rather that there is a spiritual force influencing the universe and that it is possible, in principle, for Taoists to acquire a close understanding of the nature of that spirit. In other religious systems such as Confucianism, the relationship between the Confucian world view and the existence or otherwise of a deity is perhaps slightly less than clear.


Thus there are faiths that are clearly monotheistic in terms of belief in a single, all-powerful God and there are other faiths which appear not to subscribe to the existence of a deity as such. There are also, however, faiths that appear to combine some elements of both of these positions, having both personal deities to which the individual person may make approaches and also the rather impersonal universal spirit which has a unifying influence over the whole of existence.


Hinduism is perhaps an example of this position. There are many individual deities in Hinduism, so much so that a newcomer to the study of the faith may be rather bewildered at the multiplicity of images of deities found in that religion. Among the more common deities are Krishna, Shiva, Sarasvati and Ganesh, the god with the appearance of an elephant. It is worth noting that the worship of these personal gods is not something which takes place solely on the occasions when someone visits the temple. On the contrary, images of the gods are to be found in all areas of society. A hairdresser who has set up a small stall on the streets of an Indian city may well surround his workplace with framed pictures of his favourite deities. Such pictures are often mass-produced and a common sight in Indian cities. Taxi drivers will also typically have many small images of deities on the fascia of their vehicles, beside the steering wheel. An individual deity is often associated with a particular dimension of life, and prayers will be offered to that god or goddess at appropriate times. The important feature of this approach to deities is that it permeates many facets of life, producing a blurring of the distinction between the religious and the secular.


Although one can view these gods and goddesses as being immanent and very close to the day-to-day lives of people, one can also see them as manifestations of a more general religious force. The universal spirit or Brahman of the Upanishads can be viewed as the spiritual force which influences all of the living and inanimate world. All of the immanent, personal gods can be seen as a part of such a universal spirit. On this rather more philosophical plane, the absolute can be seen as a divine element in everyone. It may well be true that many people in their daily lives are not in a state of regular reflection on Brahman, but the more personal deities of Hinduism offer a straightforward approach to religious experience which is available in daily life.





Insight


While Hinduism is often thought of as involving belief in many gods and goddesses, on a more philosophical, abstract plane it can be considered as a religion of a single divine entity, Brahman.






Similarities between world faiths


It is relatively easy to find differences between world faiths and, indeed, such differences are so numerous that such an analysis could proceed for a long time. It is probably a more complex task to look for similarities between religions or at least for shared themes that characterize the spiritual life.


If we are to draw a distinction between the religious life and the secular life, then it is a reasonable assumption that there must be questions and issues that are distinctively ‘religious’, and this certainly seems to be the case. Religions, for example, generally appear to address the possibility of an existence beyond the present, earthly lifespan of a human being. In Christianity, for example, there is the clear promise of a ‘life after death’. For the Christian who has faith in God and makes a sincere attempt to live life according to the example and precepts of Jesus Christ, there is the promise of eternal life, close to God the Father in heaven. In Hinduism and Jainism, the prospect of an existence in a spiritual realm after the earthly existence is linked to concepts of karma, reincarnation and the doctrine of the cycle of birth, death and rebirth. The assumption of karma is that the deeds of an individual accrue certain consequences which have to be lived through in future existences, until all the consequences have been eliminated. Only then can the individual achieve release from the cycle of reincarnation. In Jainism, the main method for eliminating the results of karma is to lead an ascetic life.


Some religions, therefore, tend to offer an analysis of the nature of existence after a physical death and also offer a spiritual ‘path’ along which the individual may travel in order to achieve a new spiritual existence after death. Buddhism, however, offers a rather different analysis of this issue. It certainly acknowledges the validity of the question, since it is recorded that the Buddha in his lifetime was asked this question by one of his disciples. He chose not to respond directly to the question of the nature of an afterlife. His answer was that the question itself is unimportant. His argument was that the only truly important issue is the manner in which we live our present lives. This should be our total preoccupation. In other words, human beings should devote themselves to the system of mental training set out by the Buddha and should adopt this in order to try to reduce the suffering in their lives. The principle of mindfulness enunciated by the Buddha exhorted people to concentrate on life in the present and to live each moment in a sensitive and careful manner. One might perhaps summarize the Buddhist view by saying that the only reality is the present.


Nevertheless, one can see that conjectures about the nature of further possible existences are characteristic of religious faiths. Religion also shares much in common with philosophy, and religious and philosophical questions are often fairly similar. Another area which is central to the religious life is the question of the nature of reality. In philosophical terms this can be referred to as an ontological question. If it is applied to spiritual matters, it raises such issues as whether the material, day-to-day world is compatible with the religious life or whether true spirituality may only be found in some ‘otherworldly’ existence which is distinct from the ordinary daily life of, for example, earning a living and raising a family. This is very much connected with questions of religious lifestyles. Some people may argue, for example, that the religious life should really be lived ‘in the world’ as a part of ordinary, daily existence, while others may suggest that the truly religious life is one of contemplation and withdrawal from the world.


The responses to this important question are different in separate religious traditions, but it is an issue which emerges in all faiths. In the Sikh religion, for example, there has always been an emphasis upon the importance of integrating the spiritual life with day-to-day living. This was always emphasized by Guru Nanak, the founder of the Sikh religion. In his later years at Kartarpur, he continued to earn his living as a farmer, as if to stress the significance of the importance of daily labour. In addition, at one point in the early history of Sikhism, the Sikhs would not accept converts to the faith from sadhus and sannyasins who were leading a life dependent upon alms given by others.


One might also reflect upon whether the practical approach to life which is characteristic of the Sikh faith was also affected to some degree by the location of Panjab. This area of the Indian subcontinent is situated on the main trade and also invasion route into India from the Asian steppes. The route through the Khyber Pass led directly through Panjab, and this resulted in the Sikhs frequently finding themselves in the centre of a region affected by war and conflict. Perhaps in order for them to survive in such a situation, it was necessary to act in the world, rather than to adopt an ‘otherworldly’ approach.


Other faiths have also to varying degrees seen it as important to respond to the world as they found it. Confucianism was very much an ethical approach to the practical questions of daily life, so much so that after the death of Confucius, his approach was gradually adopted by the political and administrative systems in China. Some traditions such as Zen Buddhism, which are sometimes considered as withdrawing from the world, also have a practical element in their practice. Zen monks are frequently required to do a considerable amount of manual work as part of their training regime, the purpose of this being partly a training in mindfulness, but also in being non-attached to other activities in which perhaps sometimes they would rather be engaged. Judaism is also very much a life-affirming tradition. There is much less of the emphasis upon withdrawal from the world than there is in some other faiths. Judaism emphasizes family life and indeed many of the traditions of Judaism are as much centred on the family as they are on the synagogue.


Nevertheless, there are a number of world faiths which respond to the basic ontological question about the spiritual nature of the world in a broadly different manner. Some faiths, or at least traditions within those faiths, view the material world as fundamentally unsatisfactory in a spiritual sense and consider that the most appropriate means of religious expression is to withdraw from the world in some way.





Insight


In many religious traditions, there exists the practice of withdrawal from the world. Those who adopt this style of life are often a source of inspiration for lay people who live and work in the everyday world.





There is, of course, a long monastic tradition within Christianity, which reached its highest development in medieval times in Europe, but whose antecedents may be traced back to those people who, in the centuries following the death of Jesus, found their spiritual life in desert communities. The contemplative life is certainly found within the Sufi tradition in Islam, and also within Taoism in China. Perhaps, however, it is within Hinduism and Buddhism that one finds the clearest examples of withdrawal from the world.


The ideal of the religious recluse occurs in many different contexts in Hinduism. The general theme is of the person who retires from the cares of the world, living in an isolated location, leading a life devoted to meditation and contemplation. This is usually accompanied by a very simple lifestyle, perhaps living on food alms given by disciples. The guru, or teacher, may have one or two disciples who are trained in yoga and the scriptures by the guru and who later assume an independent, similar way of life. The discipline of yoga and meditation may also be accompanied by the practice of various austerities. These might include sitting or standing in various difficult postures for long periods of time (sometimes for periods of years); submitting to being buried for periods of time; and perhaps also the self-denial of food and water for periods. Such austerities are claimed to help with attaining spiritual insights.


Lifestyles of this type are to varying degrees described and advocated in scriptures such as the Bhagavad Gita and the Upanishads. The mendicant lifestyle is also regarded as part of the ideal type of Hindu life stages or ashramas. The basic stages of the idealized Hindu life conclude with the person withdrawing from family life and living a reclusive life in the forest, finally leaving to become a wandering sadhu.


Neither is this approach to the spiritual life merely something of historical interest. The lifestyle of the wandering mendicant is very much in existence in contemporary India. Sadhus are a frequent sight in India, coming together in very large gatherings at events such as the Kumbh Mela.


Similarly in Theravada Buddhism, the monks and nuns lead a fairly austere lifestyle. Although the system advocated by the historical Buddha is often referred to as the Middle Way, to many people the monastic way of life would seem quite strict and lacking in many of the comforts of life. The way of life in Buddhist monasteries in Europe is modelled on that in South-east Asia. The monks and nuns rise at about 5.30 or 6.00 a.m. and attend the main meditation hall for chanting from the Pali scriptures, followed by a lengthy period of meditation. There is then a breakfast of porridge and tea. There is only one main meal during the day, taken at noon. After that no food is consumed at all until the breakfast of the following day.


Ordained monks and nuns have only a few very basic possessions such as a robe and a bowl in which they can collect food alms. They are not supposed to handle money and hence do not have the means simply to go out and satisfy any need that makes itself felt. The entire purpose of the lifestyle is to ensure that monks and nuns only have the very basic essentials which are required to sustain life. After that, they are trained to adjust to whatever is available and to accept life the way it is. It would be possible for them to ask for things such as medicines if they were ill, but in general terms they are not encouraged to ask for something simply because it would create a temporary feeling of happiness or pleasure. They have very basic living and sleeping accommodation, which may consist of a simple hut or room, and when they receive their midday meal, they should accept whatever is given, rather than showing any satisfaction, pleasure or indeed disappointment. They certainly are not supposed to ask for any particular kind of food to be included in the meal, simply because they enjoy eating that food.


Similarly, in working around the monastery, they are encouraged to do whatever work is required, rather than seeking out a particular kind of work which they find fulfilling or pleasurable. They should accept eagerly and with gratitude any work which they are asked to complete. In other words, they are not encouraged to try to mould the external world to make it pleasanter for them or more satisfying. Rather, they are encouraged to be accepting of the world as it is.


Many Buddhist monasteries are involved in community work of various kinds, in teaching and in writing. They do not, then, withdraw from the world in quite the same way as Hindu sadhus. Nevertheless, the material world is seen as ultimately unsatisfactory and unsatisfying. It is the antithesis of Buddhism to try always to make the world more pleasant. The Buddhist is perhaps not so much trying to change the world or to withdraw from it, but rather to accept it as it is and to purify the human response to that imperfect world.


Another fundamentally religious question which the different faiths attempt to answer is the nature of the ultimate power and authority in the universe. The religions that have all developed just to the east of the Mediterranean, i.e. Judaism, Christianity and Islam, all possess the concept of a single, all-powerful god, who created the universe as we know it. Likewise Sikhism has the concept of a single god.


Some other faiths are rather different in their concept of the power controlling the universe. Buddhism has no concept of a divinity and, in fact, does not really address the question. Buddhism has really no sense of the metaphysical and concentrates very much on what we might reasonably regard as the psychology of the individual person attempting to respond to the challenges of an imperfect world.


Some other faiths adopt a somewhat intermediate position between monotheism and the negation of any deity. These faiths, such as Taoism and Shinto, conceptualize the universe as being under the influence of a spiritual force, which in Taoism is known as the Tao and which in Shinto would probably be seen as the spiritual source of the kami or multiplicity of spirits which exist in the world. One might also include in this broad perspective the Brahman of the Upanishads in Hinduism.


The concept which a particular faith has of the power and authority over the universe affects many aspects of religious practice. Not least, for instance, it affects the nature of prayer in that faith. It is perhaps less easy to pray to an abstract spiritual force than it is to pray to a personal deity. The other aspect of this question is that even if two religions claim a similar concept of a deity, there is no way of knowing in any absolute sense the actual idea of the deity which is carried around in the mind of the devotee. One can perhaps seek the empirical evidence of people who have described their religious experiences. This might provide some idea of the nature of the concept of God, but it is far from clear how one might attempt an accurate analysis and description of the manner in which deities are conceptualized.
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