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	Introduction





The spiritual department store

It’s often said by the kind of rabbi that combines deep wisdom with a knowing twinkle in the eye that, to be Jewish, you don’t have to believe in God – you just have to do what He says. It’s a great line with more than a grain of truth in it because, as the aphorism suggests, there are many ways of being a Jew. These range from having a Jewish mother (though in Liberal Judaism just a Jewish father will do the trick) to attending synagogue every Saturday, from studying the Torah and the Talmud night and day to being able to whistle the first four bars of ‘My Yiddishe Mama’. The parameters, in other words, are very wide.

The sages of ancient and modern times have wrestled with the question ‘Who is a Jew?’ and concluded after lengthy debates that so and so is and so and so isn’t. The matter seems fixed for several years (even decades and centuries) until a different set of sages comes along with a different take on this perennial conundrum and reaches a different conclusion. Each time, however, many of those deemed not to be Jewish stubbornly assert that they are, and grow irritated by or indifferent to scholarly logic-chopping. In these post-Holocaust times many of them point with bitter exasperation to Nazi Germany and argue that while the rabbis may have been solemnly deliberating about their Jewish status Herr Hitler and his henchmen would have had no such qualms and would have despatched them and their family to the gas chambers regardless. The fact is that, when it comes to laying down the irreducible minimum of requirements for being Jewish, many things apply and, of these, belief can sometimes be an optional component.

What’s more, such an approach applies more often than you’d think to many of the other world religions. Being a non-churchgoing Christian, a nominal Hindu, a less-than-devout Muslim, a lapsed Sikh or a disillusioned Zoroastrian doesn’t mean turning your back on everything you have been brought up to celebrate and hold dear. On the contrary, many continue to embrace with great affection the cultural practices they were raised with, even though they may have outgrown some if not all of the key tenets of the faith into which they were born. In short, they might be throwing out the spiritual bathwater but they’re determined to hang on to the cultural baby.

And it’s those cultural/spiritual packages in all their diversity that this book aims to explore. Let’s for a moment imagine we are stepping into a spiritual department store looking for something we think might improve our lives or something that might sit well with our temperament and personality. Let’s say we’re very much attracted to creativity and the visual arts. Where should we look? Well, certainly to Christianity and to the Bible, which have both provided the raw material for innumerable canvasses reinterpreting the timeless stories of the Old and New Testaments.

It’s equally fair to say that Judaism and Islam provide less rich a seam to mine since their historical objections to figurative painting (too much like graven imagery, you see) have dissuaded Jewish and Muslim would-be artists from exercising their artistic potential in this particular way. Depicting the Prophet, for example, and – even more outrageous – the Creator Himself would be blasphemy, whereas to Christian artists of every century the figure of Jesus and that of God seated on His throne in heaven are proper subjects to paint. Not only that, such paintings are to be seen routinely in both galleries and places of worship where their presence is deemed not only appropriate but positively conducive to meditations on the Divine.

Of the eastern religions Japanese and Chinese Buddhism have inspired sublime landscape painting on parchment and silk. The delicate paintings of forests and mountain tops seem to transport you into another realm of reality while animal paintings of frogs or carp are executed with such apparent ease and yet with such precision that they seem to be more frog-like and more carp-like than the real thing. ‘Ah,’ they seem to be mutely declaring, ‘but perhaps the painting of the frog is more real than the real frog in the real pond.’ In portraying the essence of the subject they depict, such paintings force us to ask questions about so many things we had hitherto taken for granted. Oh, and they’re also exquisitely beautiful.

Shift to a different continent and you’ll discover another spiritualized tradition of painting in the canvasses produced by Australian Aborigine artists. Highly prized on the international art market they depict aspects of the natural world that link the sacred landscape of the present with the ancestral past of the tribe, binding the material here-and-now to the spiritualized world that existed at the dawn of human history. For Aborigine peoples the land is the very core of their being and their belief. In their world view the ‘Dreamtime’ is the primordial period of creation when ancestral creatures roamed the land leaving their physical mark on the Earth in the form of a rock or a cave, a hollow or a river. The paintings that emerge from this tradition are much more than mere decoration. They are said to contain a spiritual power in themselves, embodying as they do the natural, spiritual and moral elements of the created order.

In Hinduism, too, there is evident delight in recreating the spiritual world of the many deities in two, and sometimes three, dimensions. Krishna, perhaps the most popular of the incarnations of the Divine, is frequently pictured herding his cattle or playing with his many female admirers by cool streams and lush pastures. In these he is coloured blue to show that here is no ordinary mortal but the embodiment of an eternal principle. Blue, you see, is the colour of the sky and, hence, infinity. In depicting him as an entity both in and out of time the artwork itself becomes a vehicle for transmitting a spiritual truth.

In Hindu temples the statues of the deities are treated with the reverence due to real people. Like visiting dignitaries and VIPs from the spirit realm they are woken, dressed, fed and ritually put to bed in the evening. When the temple curtains are drawn back at the beginning of religious devotions the god steps into humanity’s midst and dwells among the worshippers … until the curtain is discreetly closed and the emanations of the divine disappear from human view until the next time.

From art to music. If we’re of a musical bent we’re also likely to be drawn to the choral and instrumental traditions of Christianity. But we might equally head in the direction of Judaism, which has had a rich musical tradition down the ages. Islam, by contrast, has been suspicious of the sensual temptations that the playing of stringed instruments can generate and most of its adherents feel much safer giving music and singing a wide berth.

Switch to architecture, however, and Islam is up there with the greats. Christianity might boast the glories of Durham Cathedral or Notre Dame but Islam can match them with Istanbul’s Blue Mosque or the Moorish palace of Granada’s Alhambra.

And what else do the various religions offer in the way of meditation and prayer, for example, or family life and sexual equality? If you want to eat well and take delight in the pleasures of the table, to which religious tradition should you look? If social justice and the proper stewardship of the environment are things you hold dear, then which religions will best reflect your concerns? What does each have to say about the afterlife and the rewards we might expect for a good life here on Earth? Similarly which religions hold out the prospect of the greatest punishments for failing to carry out God’s commands? Where will you find the most amount of freedom to worship as you choose or, if you think freedom is a dangerous snare, where will you find the most discipline and restraint to keep you on the narrow path of righteousness?

The pages that follow may provide you with an answer. It will be by its very nature partial and one-sided so think of it more as a rough guide to the cultural and intellectual heritage of the world’s faiths. When that much-missed comedian and master of the surreal, Spike Milligan, opined that, ‘There’s a lot of it about’, he was not in all probability talking about religion. What he was talking about, mind, is anybody’s guess. It’s fair to say, though, that if he had been talking about religion he would have been spot on. As the Americans would say, do the math.

Hinduism reckons to have some 900 million adherents worldwide, Jainism 5 million, Judaism 15 million and Buddhism 375 million. There are an estimated 2 billion Christians worldwide, 1.5 billion Muslims and 23 million Sikhs. This is not including the estimated 6 million Confucians, 4.5 million Taoists and 200,000 Zoroastrians. Add to that the 100 million followers of African traditional religion (Yoruba, Voodoo, Candomblé, Santoría and others), Native American religion and Australian Aborigine spirituality plus the 7 million Baha’is, the 12 million Spiritualists, the 1-million-strong New Age community, the 300 million Animists, Shamanists, Pagans and indigenous believers – not counting the numerous agnostics who haven’t made their mind up either way – and you have something like 85 per cent of the planet committed to religious belief in one form or the other.

By any standards this is a very popular department store – one that has grown over time and, as it has added new lines, has spread out over many floors with areas devoted to every conceivable denomination, sect, breakaway faction, splinter group, or otherwise variant of all of the above.

Religion. There’s a lot of it about. Read on and decide whether any of it’s for you.

Claims and consolations

It is sometimes said that while the claims of religion may be false its consolations are real. As an assertion of fact this is obviously not watertight (reassurance built on falsehood, after all, will console only for so long), but you can see what it’s driving at.

Certainty in a perplexing world, the promise of rest for the weary and of justice for the hard-done-by, and the conviction that an eternity of bliss will in due course replace a lifetime of suffering are comforts not to be sniffed at. And whatever else non-believers may rebuke the faithful for it is unlikely to be their peace of mind. True, they may despise what they consider to be their simpleminded credulity but that is another matter altogether. Indeed a fair few of the agnostic persuasion and those of a less militantly atheistic bent are on record as saying they wished that they too were able to believe but that, for one reason or another, they can’t. So religion is clearly on to something. And whether true or false, it shows no sign of fading quietly away. So what does it have to offer the world?

Well, quite a lot if you listen to its detractors (and any honest look at religion will have to include them in the viewfinder) – intolerance and cruelty for a start. Oh, and bigotry and persecution, not to mention genital mutilation, public execution, jihads, crusades, and lots of really irritating ways of putting a crimp in your free time. The critics have a point. Viewed in a certain light the record of the world’s religions is not wholly reassuring. From the dire punishments itemized with such relish in the Hebrew Bible and the Koran to the human sacrifices required to appease the Aztec sun god Huitzilopochtli, religious practices have been historically more, er, demanding than, say, sitting in a draughty church attending to the distant hum of the padre.

Religions have inspired wars and persecutions and do so today. You don’t have to look far around the world to find examples of religion at its most dogmatic, exclusive, triumphalist and aggressive. Clutching most of the medals in the Intolerance Olympics right now is probably the provisional wing of the Taliban. And you can see why. In 2010 Time magazine published a front-page picture of an 18-year-old Afghan girl who had run away from her abusive in-laws. For the sheer effrontery of this heinous offence (did the Taliban stop to wonder what abuse had driven her to such desperation in the first place?) divine law was invoked and the girl’s nose and ears were cut off. Boy, you’d really deserve the gold for that one.

But this particular Olympiad has been running for over four thousand years and the roll call of distinguished medal winners is long and eclectic. European Crusaders held all the top slots in the Middle Ages, with special mention going rightly to the officials and team captains of the various Inquisitions, who terrorized and tortured errant believers in the sure and certain belief that they were saving their eternal souls. Travel further back to Bronze Age Palestine and the biblical account tells of endless slayings and smitings carried out by the Children of Israel on the direct instructions of the Almighty. Little wonder, then, that non-believers are furious and incredulous by turns at the barbarity inflicted in the name of religion and want nothing to do with it.

When the sheer fury has subsided what principally inspires their derision is the faithful’s supposed imperviousness to reason. To the non-believer the Bible, the Koran or the Guru Granth Sahib, to take three of the world’s holy scriptures, are merely an invitation to the gullible to set aside their powers of rational thought in order to subscribe to all manner of strange and fantastical propositions borne out of a baseless belief in an Almighty. Moses stretching out his hand to summon a plague of locusts on the gathering wind; Jesus turning water into wine and, much later, rising from the dead; Muhammad swept up into the night sky and transported from Mecca to Jerusalem to commune with the Prophets of old; Guru Gobind Singh beheading five of the faithful before miraculously restoring them to full vigour. What sort of implausible fiction is this, the sceptical wonder, and what sort of basis does it provide for erecting any cogent world view?

But if cruelty and fairy tales were all religion had to offer the world surely someone would have twigged much earlier that this was not, all things considered, a great deal. They would have sniffed out the wheeze and rejected it. There must presumably have been a couple of good things thrown into the mix to tempt our distant kin to look up from the fields and start making plans. For sure, in the beginning there was probably a large measure of fear in the mix – the need to placate the terrible gods of fire and thunder, rain and lightning who were believed to regulate the lives of those settling, say, along the fertile banks of the River Indus some 4,500 years ago. But there was probably also a sense of gratitude to someone or something outside themselves that allowed the sun to shine, their crops to ripen and their children to be born. In this interplay between awe and thanksgiving was religion born.

But, scream the sceptics, you don’t need an Almighty (or a veritable pantheon of supernatural subordinates) to explain the mysteries of the Universe any more. This misguided notion only ever had one virtue; it was the humankind’s first attempt to explain the pattern and purpose of our lives. But being the first explanation does not make it the best. On the contrary, this first attempt, so the argument goes, was also the worst possible stab at calibrating humanity’s place in the natural order. It may have been understandable, forgivable even, when set in the context of our primeval ignorance about the way the universe works but now we know about the laws of physics, chemistry and biology there’s no excuse for the persistence of such phantasmagorical moonshine. We understand full well the principles of radiation and nuclear fusion these days and they have precious little to do with the Roman god Apollo or the Egyptian sun god Ra. What’s more, the residents of Tiverton, say, or Arbroath no longer require the still-beating hearts of captured enemy warriors to be ripped from their chest cavities by Aztec priests on a daily basis to be confident that the sun will rise on time every morning over the village green and the quayside. The Big Bang theory (describing the moment 13 billion years ago when hot matter of infinite density exploded then expanded and cooled to form the beginnings of the universe as we now observe it) has effectively done away with all that.

Ah, but has it? For science tells us only how, leaving religion, philosophy, and the imagination to attempt to tell us why. Even the most sophisticated measuring techniques can take us back only so far, namely to a split second after the Big Bang, not to the moment of explosion itself. And certainly not to any ‘moment’ before it – if any such prior moment could be said to have existed at all. If anything could be said to have existed before it.

‘In the beginning…’

So let’s attempt an elementary crack at understanding the Big Bang. Let’s begin by thinking of the universe as a big empty room. That done, let’s imagine the infinitely compressed matter that is about to explode in one gigantic bang as a grenade in the centre of the room. The grenade goes off and, as it detonates, shrapnel is shot out in all directions into that hitherto empty room to fill it with matter that will become the stars and planets we see today. As mega-, giga-, tera-tons of stardust cannon-ball out into space, particles will eventually cool down to form (a mere 9 billion years later) that familiar globe of blue and white we know as planet Earth and potentially everything we see on it today. In other words, it is only a matter of waiting patiently before the elemental plasma spewed out at the beginning of imagined time cools, coagulates and evolves into primitive life forms that over a further 3 billion years will themselves evolve and be reconstituted as Plato, Einstein and the entire celebrity line-up of Strictly Come Dancing.

But there is a flaw in this thinking. We are wrong to imagine the pre-Big Bang nothingness as an empty room. Wrong, too, to imagine some sort of celestial grenade exploding into it. One split second before this cataclysmic moment in cosmic history there was nothing. No grenade and, even harder to comprehend, no room. There was nothing. Not even empty space. There was nothing. Nothing existed (or, perhaps, didn’t). Nothing was. Our world came into being, to use the technical term, ex nihilo, to repeat, from nothing.

But how are we to get our heads round that? In the face of such unknowables (the religious sensibility would say ‘mysteries’) the vocabulary of the everyday breaks down and at this point we are left, frankly, to take a punt. Is there a God behind all this or is there not? Secular scientists and humanist philosophers tell us emphatically that there is not and go further by asserting that there doesn’t need to be one either to understand the world as it is. Believers beg to differ (religious believers, that is, as opposed to secular believers for both positions involve an intellectual leap in the dark or … ahem … an act of faith).

‘In the beginning,’ the magisterial opening words of the first verse of the King James Bible intone, ‘God created the heaven and the earth.’ For believers that’s the matter settled in one. What was good enough for Moses and the ancient Israelites is good enough for them. God is the eternal reality, they say, and it is God alone who brings the world into existence ex nihilo (that phrase again).

Let’s stay with the opening words of the Hebrew Bible (the Christian Old Testament) a little longer because, according to the prevailing cosmological theory, they state not just a poetic, metaphorical or philosophical description of Creation but a generally accepted scientific fact. Prior to 1949 when the astronomer and mathematician Fred Hoyle first coined the term ‘Big Bang’, if you’d asked a scientist how old the universe is and what was there before it came into being, you would have been laughed at for asking a pair of nonsensical questions in the first place. The universe is infinite, you would have been told, the cosmos is eternal – and, of course, always has been. From 1949 onwards that theory was radically revised and to those two questions you will now be told a) about 13 billion years and b) um … not too sure. In other words, we know scientifically that the universe had a beginning and that the opening words of Genesis were spot on in this.

Incidentally, Fred Hoyle may have been credited with a nifty bit of phrase making but the theory to which his ‘Big Bang’ referred was developed in the 1920s by Georges Lemaître, the Belgian astronomer, and Cambridge, Harvard and MIT-educated cosmologist who posited ‘the hypothesis of the primeval atom’, aka ‘the Cosmic Egg’, which, lacking a little something, was to the Big Bang what the belly-go-round and the extruded plastic dingus were to the hoola-hoop. Great theoretical physicist though he undoubtedly was, Lemaître would not perhaps have made a similar splash in the world of Madison Avenue copywriting. Besides, he already had a second (or maybe first) career as a Catholic priest. Atheism, it seems, is not the required qualification for a scientist after all – as the secularists would have us believe. But that is altogether another story.

Interestingly, if we stay with the opening lines of Genesis for one last moment, something quite remarkable happens in the third verse – something neither the redactors of the Hebrew Bible nor its seventeenth-century English translators could have foreseen in their pre-Enlightenment world; religion and twenty-first-century science converging yet again. The third verse reads ‘And God said, Let there be light: and there was light.’ Now, if you leave out the God stuff, you have the Big Bang in a nutshell. There was nothing. Then ‘there was light’. But although the biblical account can encompass the scientific one, the reverse cannot be the case, and so we are, yet again, left contemplating the enduring question. Is there a Prime Mover, a First Cause, a Heavenly Father, a Creator, an Almighty, a Maker of Heaven and Earth or not?

The great God debate

If you’ve picked up this book to find out, then prepare to be disappointed. The last thing it intends to do is even attempt to prove things either way. Rather sharper minds than this writer’s have tried – and, of course, failed. As any non-mathematical proof inevitably must. Not that this has prevented the current vogue for staging religio-philosophical sparring matches between proponents of each cause – and even charging an entry fee for the privilege of watching two people doing their best to lasso the wind.

One of the higher-profile encounters involved the former British Prime Minister Tony Blair (red corner, God) stepping into the ring to confront the mighty Christopher Hitchens (blue corner and undefeated heavyweight champion of atheist polemic). It was billed as the clash of the philosophical Titans but in the event turned out to be more like Shirley Temple agreeing to do thirteen rounds with Joe Louis. Great fun but not proof either way. And, even though the Great Hitch floored the Saintly Tony (and by extension the billions of his co-religionists of every hue), he couldn’t land a glove on faith itself. Bags of evidence superbly deployed but still no proof. Bags of punch but no knockout blow. A word of sympathy, however, for his doughty contender metaphorically stretchered out of the ring after this uneven contest. Even if Tony Blair had brought all the skill of Augustine, Pascal and (to suggest a worthier modern-day opponent) C.S. Lewis, he could not have proved the existence of God either. For this, to repeat, is an act of faith. God exists or God does not exist. Those are the only options. It’s 50/50. Let’s face it, the odds could be worse.

A convenient moment, therefore, to bring in Pascal, Blaise Pascal, the seventeenth-century mathematician and Catholic philosopher who framed the debate more or less in the terms outlined above when he playfully imagined the cosmic choice as a bet.

 

Belief is a wise wager. Granted that faith cannot be proved, what harm will come to you if you gamble on its truth and it proves false? If you gain, you gain all; if you lose, you lose nothing. Wager, then, without hesitation, that He exists.

However, Pascal couldn’t have bargained for a muscular and persuasive rebuttal from (whom else?) Christopher Hitchens interviewed on the BBC’s Newsnight programme over 300 years later. This wasn’t Pascal at his best, Hitchens maintained, and the wager schtick not Pascal’s finest hour. But wasn’t it reasonable, asked Paxman, in the interests of self-preservation beyond the grave, to lay a bet on God’s existence? How could you lose? It was a challenge all the more poignant and possibly all the more urgent in Hitchens’s case given the gathering threat of his own mortality following a cancer diagnosis. Tacitly spurning all sympathy and special pleading, emphatically no, it was not reasonable, he averred. Far from it, it was morally pusillanimous and lacked any vestige of intellectual integrity – and he proceeded nobly to explain why.

Far be it from me to traduce the great man but, as I recall, his argument went as follows. Faced with the (admittedly unlikely) possibility of a post-mortem encounter with the Almighty on the Seat of Judgement there would be, Hitchens readily admitted, quite a lot of explaining to do. Clearly wrong-footed by the sudden and unexpected appearance of the Ancient of Days he would be forced to do some quick thinking and persuasive talking – those were, after all, two of the things the Lord had seen fit to equip the earthly Hitch with sixty-odd years earlier. Once recovered from the surprise of the celestial chinwag, Hitchens would go on to explain in all honesty how, on the evidence presented to him in his lifetime and on the strength of his (evidently now God-given) intelligence, he had been simply unable to be swayed by the arguments.

For many of the reasons already listed he would argue that, finding it temperamentally and intellectually impossible to believe in God, he had preferred to leave things that way (at least until such time as more compelling evidence emerged). Far more honourable to do that than to take the easy and ignoble way out of the great God debate by merely closing his eyes and placing a bet on God’s existence in the hope of lenient treatment beyond the grave. Sure, he continued, it would be a little embarrassing to have to confront the existence of an entity whose non-existence he had argued for for so long but, all things considered, he was confident he had a good and honourable defence. Hitchens thus hoped that, having been both consistent and conscientious in his atheism, he would be treated with understanding. OK, so he had admittedly got this God business wrong, but how could he have acted otherwise on the strength of the evidence that had been available to him at the time? Hitchens was reasonably confident that this would at least defer the Final Judgement and quite possibly, after a lengthy exchange of paperwork, get him off on a technicality. It’s hard not to conclude that it would.

How he would explain his reaction to the prospect of then joining a party where Mother Teresa and Jerry Falwell were among those knocking back the drinks and canapés was not explained.

Before we leave Christopher Hitchens and distinguished fellow atheists such as Richard Dawkins – the evolutionary biologist who has confidently asserted that the whole notion of God is a mere delusion – let us for a moment get our terminology right. While they undoubtedly subscribe to a non-theist position (i.e. dismiss the idea of a personal God who intervenes in human affairs) it is arguably unfair and quite possibly discourteous to call them ‘atheists’. By defining them negatively and in opposition to those who take the theist position we perhaps unwittingly declare our hand and appear already to be taking sides in the God debate. Far better to define them in terms of what they do believe rather than in terms of what they do not and thus far better to use the terms ‘humanist’ or ‘naturalist’.

What the humanist believes is that humanity is the measure of all things. We humans can and should work out our morality in this, the only life we have, and should reject any notion of reward or punishment in a non-provable hereafter. Naturalists believe much the same, believing this, our natural world, to be operating by perfectly natural means that in due course scientific enquiry will explain. Invoking the idea of a supernatural agency in human affairs, they would claim, is as otiose as it is demeaning of human potential. Faced with the charge that they are insensitive to the mystery and awe of divine Creation they reply that they are indeed in awe of the beauty and complexity of the natural world but that such mysteries as exist today will be fully explained by natural means tomorrow.

Spoilt for choice

All this needs to be said at the outset because this book is not intended to be a challenge to (still less an attack on) the secular humanist position. True, it does presuppose that the reader is at least sympathetic towards the religious world view even if he or she does not entirely share it. The mere fact that you are reading this suggests that, if pressed, you might consider laying your own personal bet with Pascal rather than with Dawkins. But the book is quite happy for you to hedge your bet or, having placed it on 7 red, say, to switch it suddenly to 5 black – or simply leave the casino altogether. It makes no attempt to persuade, convert or otherwise beat the drum for religion in general or any world faith in particular.

It will merely attempt to show the options open to you should you flip the religious coin and choose to look at the positive side of faith – in addition to all the negatives listed above. And positives there must surely be, or why would something like 5 billion people (some 85 per cent of the human race) subscribe to one form of religious belief or another?

As we have seen, in religion’s house (with due deference to the Authorized Version of the New Testament) are many mansions – Hinduism, Jainism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Sikhism, Buddhism, Zoroastrianism, Rastafarianism, Confucianism, Baha’i, Shinto, Taoism, the indigenous religions of North and South America, Africa or Australia, Druidry, Wicca, Shamanism, Neopaganism, Voodoo, Santería, and a plethora of cults, sects and new religious movements – not to mention the innumerable subsections of them all. They have all taken positions on the three really big questions in life: where did we come from, why are we here, and where are we going? They all have their quirks and peculiarities dictating what we should wear, what we should eat, whom we should mix with, and how we should arrange the details of our private lives. We are told what we may do, what we may not do, and how we should mark the various milestones in our and others’ lives.

Some religions (or at least some of their sub-denominations) are more at home with life’s duties and responsibilities, seeing existence down here as nothing more than a preparation for a future life up there (one as yet unknown but, paradoxically, described in sometimes alarming detail). For them life is a vale of tears, an illusion (or, as the journalist and late convert to Roman Catholicism Malcolm Muggeridge once put it, ‘a night in a cheap hotel’). Life, you might say, as the eliminating heats for eternity’s 1,000 metres. Others see religion as very much a this-worldly pursuit and life as the only show in town. For these, goodness is its own reward and virtue is to be practised for its own sake in the here and now rather than as a down payment on an afterlife.

Some tell you to shave your head; others tell you never to cut your hair in a lifetime. Some tell you to be quiet and contemplate in silence; others tell you to make a joyful noise. Some tell you to go forth and multiply; others to tie a knot in it. So can they all be valid? Or is there one true religion hiding in a barrelful of phonies? To be sure, there is no shortage of religions telling the faithful (or the merely curious) just that – that they are the one true way to salvation and that the other several billion have simply got it wrong. There are many others, however, that diffidently affirm that there are many ways to God and that all of them are equally valid.

But even the isolationists would (perhaps grudgingly) be forced to admit that at the heart of each living faith is an unbreakable link with all the others; the principle of mutuality, of reciprocity, of interdependence. ‘Do not hurt others with that which hurts yourself’ is how the Buddha is quoted as expressing the principle. The Talmud (the codification of Jewish law) states, ‘That which is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbour. That is the whole of the law. The rest is explanation.’ Jains assert that ‘Just as pain is not agreeable to you, so it is with others. Knowing this principle of equality treat others with respect and compassion.’ The precept ‘that which you want for yourself, seek for mankind’ is attributed to Muhammad while Confucius wrote ‘Never impose on others what you would not choose for yourself’, and in the New Testament of the Bible Luke records that, in answer to the lawyer asking how he would inherit eternal life, Jesus replied, ‘Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart and with all thy soul and with all thy strength and with all thy mind, and thy neighbour as thyself.’

The Chief Rabbi once said to me (and, believe me, I’ve been waiting fifty years to say that) that Judaism is the language God uses to talk to Jews. Subscribe to that generous assertion and you accept Hinduism to be Brahman’s chosen language for Hindus, Islam to be Allah’s chosen language for Muslims, and Zoroastrianism to be Ahura Mazda’s chosen language for Zoroastrians. You get the drift. No competition, no threat, no punch-ups.

So just imagine for a moment that the world’s religions are spread before you waiting for you to select one. Which one will it be? Which one corresponds to your particular temperament? You’re looking for peace, quiet and reflection. So where should you go? Or perhaps you’d prefer a full-throated, noisy celebration of faith. Where then is it best to look? You like the idea of a religion that can express its world view on canvas or in stone or in any other of the many artistic outlets the human hand and mind are capable of devising. Which religions allow you to do that best? Which allow you to play your guitar and which would rather you did not? Which best square with your scientific temperament, which best correspond to your concerns about the environment, and what do they all have to say about your family and social life?

Stepping into the department store of religions you will find many products on many levels. There will be exotic new lines and countless special offers – alongside own-brand variants of the same basic commodities (Creation, afterlife, good and evil, etc. etc.). But if you have a special purchase in mind, in which direction should you head to stock up on social justice, art and creativity, contemplation and meditation, doubt, authority, freedom and restraint, and what will you find on the floors marked ‘sex’, ‘money’, ‘power’, ‘business’ and ‘recreation’?

Remember that some brands have been around for an awfully long time and survived virtually unchanged. Others have had to be repackaged to make them more popular with a changing clientele. And one or two have been withdrawn altogether through lack of demand – though they can, with prior notice, be ordered in. Remember, too, that the stock is constantly changing and, as the manager will tell you, you never can tell what to expect in tomorrow’s delivery. Here is a store guide. It’s not exhaustive but it’s a start. And there’s no obligation to buy.
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From the high renaissance to the mists of prehistory

The next time you’re in the Vatican (oh, all right then, just Google it) take a look at Michelangelo’s Pietà, his sculpture of the Virgin Mary holding the dead Christ on her lap and staring at her lifeless son with the sorrow and infinite pity of a mother bereaved. But look a little longer and ask yourself why, inexplicably, there seems to be something not quite right about the marble figures in front of you.
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