



[image: image]





RELIGION IN MINUTES


MARCUS WEEKS









[image: image]





 









[image: image]





RELIGION IN MINUTES


MARCUS WEEKS









[image: image]





Judaism


190


Christianity


240


Islam


302


352


New religions and cults 370 Challenges to religion


398


Glossary 

408


Index 412

Acknowledgements 416 

Sikhism







Judaism 190


Christianity 240


Islam 302


Sikhism 352


New religions and cults 370


Challenges to religion 398


Glossary 408


Index 412


Acknowledgements 416









[image: image]





Introduction


We live in an age dominated by science and technology, and by unprecedented material prosperity. Rationality and knowledge are prized and fostered in our societies, and the authority of religious institutions has declined so that today the overwhelming majority of nations pride themselves on being secular democracies. Yet despite this, an estimated two-thirds of the world’s population readily describe themselves as religious.


It is not difficult to understand the apparent need we humans have for religious belief: when confronted with the immensity and complexity of the cosmos, and the ‘miracle’ of life, religion offers a framework for explaining and understanding mysteries that philosophy and science have not yet satisfactorily resolved.


Although today a majority of people identify with Christianity, Islam, Hinduism or Buddhism, there has been a rich variety of religions through the ages and in different parts of the world. Some are ancient, some now extinct, others recently established,
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and each has distinctive beliefs and practices, but the majority have several common features. Foremost of these is faith, a belief in something, usually a supernatural power, being or principle. It is this faith, rather than evidence-based rational explanation, that distinguishes religion from science and philosophy.


But religion is more than simply belief in something otherwise inexplicable. In an individual this would be thought of as faith or spirituality; religion implies a shared belief, involving communal activity, an institution, rituals and a moral code. Because a religion offers a comprehensive belief system, it often also provides a mythology about the origins of its people, and as such becomes a cornerstone of that society’s culture.


As civilizations come and go, so too do their religions. But as with other parts of their cultures, religions do not simply disappear. Instead, they are assimilated into the cultures and belief systems that ostensibly replace them. Elements of many ancient religions survive to the present day, and perhaps centuries from now (although believers would be loath to concede it) many of today’s religions will be seen as historical curiosities too, influencing the beliefs of a future age.
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The natural world


Humans are by nature inquisitive. We have an apparent need to understand the world around us, and yet some things defy our attempts at rational explanation.


For prehistoric people, the Sun, Moon and stars seemed magical, literally other-worldly, and became associated with supernatural beings or spirits. The regular cycles of night and day, and the changing of the seasons, could be understood as the workings of these spirits and other natural phenomena, including seas, rivers and mountains; living things such as forests, plants and animals; and natural dangers such as storms, floods and droughts. All of these had, and still have, a profound effect on human life, providing nourishment or threatening existence. Even when civilization brought with it an increased philosophical and scientific understanding of the natural world, the miracles of life, death and the creation of the Universe remained mysterious. Religions continue to offer explanations for these mysteries, to make sense of the Universe and to search for meaning in life.
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Creation stories


Religious explanations of the mysteries of the natural world almost invariably appear in story form, often as myths that personify both natural and supernatural forces such as the Sun, the oceans and the spark of life itself. Myths sometimes give a metaphorical description of the actions of certain spirits or gods, and how they affect our everyday lives.


Such mythology is a focal point of all cultures. The stories are well known within the community and form the basis of religion. As well as explaining natural phenomena, most religions also offer some description of the greatest natural mystery: how the Universe, and everything in it, came to be. There are many different versions of the Creation story. Some involve a supreme being who brings cosmic order out of chaos or nothingness, while others feature a union of male and female spirits. Others still describe an eternal Universe within which supernatural forces create life. Some religions also predict an end to the Universe, often associated with an apocalyptic battle.
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Supernatural beings


In describing the supernatural forces responsible for the creation of the cosmos, most religions focus on spirit beings that, more often than not, are personified as gods.


Most ancient and folk religions identify deities with specific objects, such as the Sun or Moon, but also with more abstract concepts that include fertility, love and war. Normally, these deities are eternal and therefore immortal. Since each natural phenomenon was associated with a particular deity, most ancient religions were polytheistic. Frequently, however, one of the gods became regarded as a supreme being – generally a Creator god – reigning over the others. Around 3,000 years ago, truly monotheistic religions began to appear in the civilizations of the Middle East, giving rise especially to the Abrahamic religions Judaism, Christianity and Islam. But even within these monotheistic religions, lesser supernatural beings such as angels are believed to exist, as well as an evil counterpart to the one benevolent God, such as Satan.
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Souls and spirits


As well as providing explanations for those things that give and sustain life, religions also seek to satisfy our curiosity about what happens when we die. They offer reassurance that life on Earth is in preparation for an eternal afterlife.


In virtually every religion, there is a belief in a human soul or spirit that is separate and distinct from the physical body, and that lives on after death. Concepts of what happens to the soul after physical death differ from faith to faith. Many religions describe a place where these spirits go – a heavenly domain in which the god or gods reside or a subterranean realm of shades. Over time, the idea evolved that the nature of the eternal afterlife was dependent on the Earthly life of the deceased. Particularly in monotheistic religions the choice was a simple one: heavenly paradise or punitive hell. Other religions, especially Hinduism and Buddhism, do not envisage the afterlife as a destination, but as part of a journey on which the soul is reincarnated in a constant cycle of life, death and rebirth.
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Honouring the gods


Since deities are credited as being the supernatural powers responsible for the natural world, they are generally regarded as superior to us mortals. It is unsurprising, then, that religions place great importance on showing respect and honour to the gods.


Religious practices include ceremonies of worship, praising the power of a god or gods and making votive offerings to them. In many ancient religions, this took the form of ritual sacrifice of an animal or even a human, or in dedicating a portion of the harvest or the hunt to the deity. In later religions, the offerings became more symbolic promises of devotion. A person may pledge to give up his or her life to religion or charitable work, or to pray for guidance in living the life that the god intended for them, and for forgiveness for any transgressions. In return, followers petition their gods for favours, asking for their assistance in their everyday lives, such as providing them with the basic necessities to survive and protecting them from natural disaster.
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Mesoamerican Aztec religion incorporated human sacrifice to various gods, as recorded in this 16th-century codex.
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Rituals and rites


While followers of a given religion can perform some kind of devotion at any time, it is normal to formalize these in ritual acts of communal worship. In addition to daily or weekly ceremonies, certain times of the year also have significance and are celebrated through festivals, feasts and fasts.


Common to most religions are rituals linked to the changing seasons, especially the important times of the agricultural calendar – the arrival of spring or harvest time – times at which followers seek divine intervention in fertility and productivity. Many religions commemorate elements of their mythology, too, such as the birth of prophets and saints’ days. There are also personal milestones in an individual’s life that are marked with religious rituals for divine approval. The birth of a child and funeral rituals are universally observed, and there are other rites of passage, such as initiation or coming-of-age ceremonies and the public taking of marriage vows, all of which are integral to many religions.
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Russian women reconstruct an ancient Slavic ritual welcoming spring.
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Sacred places


Just as the gods of ancient religions were identified with abstract concepts (see page 12), they were also frequently associated with features of the landscape. As well as there being gods of the sea or a river, for example, there were also specific places that were considered sacred – either as the home of a deity or as the site of some mythological event.


Forests, mountains and other geographical features might be assigned religious significance as the creations of a deity, while other places were chosen for astronomical reasons – for example, the very spot at which the Sun rises on an important day of the year, such as midsummer. Some of these places became sites for burial grounds or for structures and buildings in which to perform religious rituals. The tradition of having a building devoted to religious worship – a temple, church, synagogue or mosque, for example – is common to almost all faiths. These, along with shrines dedicated to holy people such as saints or prophets, can become the destination of pilgrimages.
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The remains of the Temple in Jerusalem form one of the most sacred sites in Judaism.
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Holy people


Areligion is generally a social institution that has a structure within the society in which it exists. More often than not, there is a hierarchy with a class of spiritual leaders, or priests, who may be elders of the community, scholars and teachers of religious knowledge or conductors of religious rituals.


While not actually worshipped, these figures are respected members of the community, giving moral as well as spiritual guidance. They may be chosen for their wisdom or, as in the case of shamans (see page 32), for their ability to act as intermediaries between the people and the gods or spirits. Some are particularly revered as prophets – bringing the word of their god as it has been revealed to them – or as saints or semi-divine beings with some supernatural quality, such as performing miracles. In many societies, there is a tradition of monasticism, a class of people who devote their lives entirely to their religion. These holy men and women – monks and nuns – renounce secular society and concentrate on prayer, worship and charitable work.
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Good and evil


In providing explanations for the mysteries of life and the


Universe, religions generally describe good and evil spirits that influence the world in which we live. Implicit in these are the very concepts of ‘good’ and ‘evil’ and right and wrong.


More explicitly, religions offer a system of morality, either in the form of guidelines for the correct way to live one’s life, such as the Buddhist Eightfold Path (see page 144), or rules that constitute unacceptable behaviour, such as the Ten Commandments of Judaism and Christianity (see page 196). There are remarkable similarities among the moral codes of most religions, often based on some variant of the so-called golden rule, ‘do as you would be done by’, where actions that include killing, stealing and lying are almost universally prohibited. Other codes are specific to certain religions, especially those concerning sexual relationships or hygiene and food. Many things that are forbidden by a religion are based on experience – the prohibition of certain foods to avoid food poisoning, for example.
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Religion and society


A defining feature of a religion is that it is a communal


activity. Generally speaking, an individual with his or her own spiritual beliefs may be considered as religious, but not part of a religion. To be recognized as a religion, those beliefs need to be systematically organized, and shared by others. And because religions consist of shared beliefs, and almost invariably communal observance in the form of ceremonies or rituals, they play an important social as well as spiritual role.


The act of worship, for example, is a community activity that brings together people with a common purpose. At a local level, the temple or church can be as much a social as a religious centre of a community; from a wider perspective, a religion can be closely connected to national or regional identity. Religious rituals often involve music and dancing that are central to a society’s cultural heritage, and the mythology – sometimes formalized as holy scriptures –is often an important influence on a society’s literature or ties in with its history.
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In Polynesian societies, a meeting house called the ‘marae’ is the focus of religious and social life.
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Traditional beliefs


A number of traditional religions have survived into the modern era, mainly in parts of the world that have remained untouched by industrialized society. Indigenous peoples in Africa, South America, Australasia and even parts of North America and the more remote areas of Europe and Asia, maintain belief systems and religious rituals that have existed in an unbroken tradition going back, sometimes, for thousands of years.


Unlike the ancient religions of, for example, Egypt and Greece, or still-flourishing ancient faiths such as Hinduism, these are not the religious expressions of civilizations, but of smaller, and generally less sophisticated, tribal communities. As such, they can help to give an insight into the beliefs and practices of prehistoric cultures. With the rapid advances in communication technology in today’s globalized world, many of these ‘folk religions’ have come under threat as their followers have contact with modern society, but in some areas, such as the American Northwest, there has been a concerted effort to preserve tradition.
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Totem poles commemorate the history and mythology of many Native American tribes.
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Animistic beliefs


The traditional indigenous religions that survive have a strong connection with the natural world. Whether within a nomadic, hunter-gatherer community or a more settled agricultural society, the way of life is intimately connected to the cycle of seasons and the animals and crops necessary for survival.


Many of these traditional religions are animistic and describe natural phenomena as possessing supernatural spirits. In some of these belief systems elements such as the Sun or the Moon are identified as gods, while in others everything in the natural world is an expression of a supreme god or creator.


It is generally believed that these spirits and deities can be influenced by religious rituals and appeased by sacrifices from the hunt or harvest. Many of these religions reflect a symbiotic relationship between people and their environment and believe that, in return for the goods nature provides, the gods expect people to do their work as stewards of the natural world, living in harmony with nature rather than exploiting it.
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Spirit worlds


There is a tendency among indigenous people leading traditional lifestyles to believe in other worlds – places that are separate from the world we know, and that are inhabited by good and evil spirits or the souls of deceased ancestors.


In common with other religions, such communities may hold ceremonies and rituals in a attempt to communicate with the spirits, to ask for their assistance in the hunt or for a successful harvest, for example. But there are also those among them – shamans – who are believed to have an innate ability to contact the spirits. They can act as intermediaries between their communities and the spirits, and even visit spirit worlds when in a trance or dreamlike state, or under the influence of certain drugs. Shamans are found in traditional societies worldwide and are generally held to have additional powers, especially those of healing. The ‘witch doctors’ of many indigenous African religions and the ‘medicine men’ of the tribes of native North Americans are good examples of these.
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A shaman of the Native American Koskimo tribe in British Columbia, Canada.
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Survival of folk religions


Very few places in the world remain untouched by modern society. Many indigenous peoples have seen a traditional way of life all but disappear and their religions threatened – first by colonization and, later, by global trade and urbanization.


Some survive simply because of their remoteness (as with the highland tribes of Papua New Guinea), while others practise at least some of their old beliefs, despite pressure to modernize. Others still have adapted to the times, incorporating new ideas and influences from other religions in a new faith that nevertheless retains features of the original (see page 390).


A few, however, have clung stubbornly to indigenous religions, sometimes out of resistance to change, but also as a conscious preservation of their culture. This is especially true of peoples once subjugated by colonization or forced to conform by political regimes. In recent years, a number of extinct or near-extinct folk religions, such as the ancient religions of Central America, have been revived as part of such nationalistic movements.
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Warriors dance at the Goroka Sing-Sing, a traditional annual gathering in Papua New Guinea.
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Mesopotamian religions


During the Bronze Age, nomadic peoples settled in the fertile land of Mesopotamia between the rivers Tigris and Euphrates. Their communities had a sophisticated social structure, in which a shared belief played an important role.


The Sumerians, who settled during the fourth millennium


BCE


, established several small kingdoms with a common religion. The mythology of their gods, such as the water god Enki and sky god Anu, was an integral part of Sumerian culture. The Babylonian people gradually superseded the Sumerians in the third millennium


BCE


, absorbing much of their religion. They added gods of their own, the most important of whom was Marduk, the son of Enki, who was given the power to organize the Universe. The metaphor of a Babylonian god emerging from Sumerian origins was part of the epic Enuma Elis, a Creation myth that helped to legitimize Babylonian rule. The Babylonians were conquered in 691


BCE


by the Assyrians, who similarly adapted Babylonian mythology, replacing Marduk with their god, Ashur.
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Ninurta, a Mesopotamian god of war and hunting
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Religion in ancient Egypt


Stretching along the river Nile, the kingdom of ancient Egypt brought together several different peoples under the rule of its pharaohs. The success of this civilization, lasting from about 3100 to 323


BCE


, depended largely on the ability of the pharaohs to absorb local cultures and integrate various beliefs into one common religion as they acquired their territory.


To support their power, they claimed to be god-kings, the sons of Ra, the Sun god, and developed a mythology linking themselves to local gods. As this Egyptian religion evolved, various principal deities emerged. The most important of these was Osiris, originally a fertility god of the people of Lower Egypt. Osiris was drowned by his brother Set, the evil god of the desert, but his body was rescued by his sister Isis, and made immortal by embalming. Coupling with her brother’s remains, Isis conceived the god of the sky, Horus (opposite). Consequently, Osiris acquired an almost equal status to Ra, as god of life and death and ruler of the afterlife, while Isis took on the role of the mother goddess.
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The Egyptian afterlife


Through the claim that they were descendants of Ra, Egyptian pharaohs were perceived as being immortal. The idea of an afterlife was initially restricted to the god-kings, but developed into a cult of immortality that was available to the nobility, too. To ensure the ka (soul) lived on in the afterlife, the body was mummified – in imitation of the embalming of Osiris – and buried with essential grave goods and statues of servants.


Funeral rituals were followed scrupulously, and instructions for the correct procedures – collections of texts known as The Book of the Dead – were often entombed with the mummified bodies. These describe scenes such as the jackal-headed Anubis escorting the deceased to a place of judgement in the realm of Osiris, to decide whether or not they are fit for immortality. In this ceremony, the heart of the dead person is weighed against a feather of Ma’at, the god of justice, and if successful, the deceased is taken to join Osiris and Isis among the other immortal gods.
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Chinese mythology


As the Chinese people adopted a settled agricultural lifestyle and laid foundations for the great Chinese civilization, they inherited a religious tradition from their tribal ancestors.


Ancient Chinese religions were largely animistic, identifying natural phenomena with deities. From these emerged gods such as the supreme deity Shangdi, later known as Tian (heaven), represented as a dragon, and Di (Earth), represented as a phoenix. Shamans (see page 32) also played a role in these traditional Chinese religions, communicating with the spirit world and with the souls of dead ancestors. From the 3rd millennium


BCE


, China gradually became a unified empire, and religion was an essential ingredient in creating social cohesion. As in other civilizations, mythology mingled with history, providing a framework for Chinese society, as in the legend of the Jade emperor, the first god or ‘heavenly grandfather’, and the model for dynastic rule. Emperors were regarded as the descendants of the gods, embodying not only their power but also their virtues, and with a divine right to rule.
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Dragons play an important role in Chinese mythology, and were often seen as symbols of imperial power.
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Yin and yang


Most traditional Chinese religions ascribe the creation of the Universe not to a creator god, but as a consequence of the tension between two cosmic forces: Tian (heaven) and Di (Earth). These are analogous to the attributes of the dragon and the phoenix, male and female, action and receptiveness, light and dark. As such, they symbolize the essential duality of the cosmos that lies at the heart of much Chinese thought.


In later Chinese philosophy, these forces were characterized as ‘yin’, the passive principle associated with waning, and ‘yang’, the active principle associated with growth. Other key concepts common to ancient Chinese beliefs also helped to shape the religious philosophy of the Chinese Empire, with its emphasis on human society and its place in the cosmos rather than on the worship of deities. Foremost of these are the concepts of Tian as the divine source of morality and the life force Qi, which gives energy to every living thing. Other ideas concern the organization of everyday life based on divine example.
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Chinese mythology

As the Chinese people adopted a settled agricultural lifestyle
and laid foundations for the great Chinese civilization, they
inherited a religious tradition from their tribal ancestors.

Ancient Chinese religions were largely animistic, identifying natural
phenomena with deities. From these emerged gods such as the
supreme deity Shangdi, later known as Tian (heaven), represented
as a dragon, and Di (Earth), represented as a phoenix. Shamans
(see page 32) also played a role in these traditional Chinese
religions, communicating with the spirit world and with the souls
of dead ancestors. From the 3rd millennium scg, China gradually
became a unified empire, and religion was an essential ingredient
in creating social cohesion. As in other civilizations, mythology
mingled with history, providing a framework for Chinese society,
as in the legend of the Jade emperar; the first god or ‘heavenly
grandfather’, and the model for dynastic rule. Emperors were
regarded as the descendants of the gods, embodying not only
their power but also their virtues, and with a divine right to rule.
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The Egyptian afterlife

hrough the claim that they were descendants of Ra, Egyptian

pharaohs were perceived as being immortal. The idea of an
afterlife was initially restricted to the god-kings, but developed
into a cult of immortality that was available to the nobility, too.
To ensure the ka (soul) lived on in the afterlife, the body was
mummified — in imitation of the embalming of Osiris —and buried
with essential grave goods and statues of servants.

Funeral rituals were followed scrupulously, and instructions

for the correct procedures - collections of texts known as

The Book of the Dead —were often entombed with the
mummified bodies. These describe scenes such as the jackal-
headed Anubis escorting the deceased to a place of judgement
in the realm of Osiris, to decide whether or not they are fit for
immortality. In this ceremony, the heart of the dead person is
weighed against a feather of Ma’at, the god of justice, and if
successful, the deceased is taken to join Osiris and Isis among
the other immortal gods.
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Yin and yang

ost traditional Chinese religions ascribe the creation of

the Universe not to a creator god, but as a consequence
of the tension between two cosmic forces: Tian (heaven) and Di
(Earth). These are analogous to the attributes of the dragon
and the phoenix, male and female, action and receptiveness,
light and dark. As such, they symbolize the essential duality of
the cosmos that lies at the heart of much Chinese thought.

In later Chinese philosophy, these forces were characterized
as 'yin', the passive principle associated with waning, and ‘yang;,
the active principle associated with growth. Other key concepts
common to ancient Chinese beliefs also helped to shape the
religious philosophy of the Chinese Empire, with its emphasis

on human society and its place in the cosmos rather than on
the worship of deities. Foremost of these are the concepts of
Tian as the divine source of morality and the life force @i, which
gives energy to every living thing. Other ideas concern the
organization of everyday life based on divine example.
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Introduction

e live in an age dominated by science and technology, and

by unprecedented material prosperity. Rationality and
knowledge are prized and fostered in our societies, and the
authority of religious institutions has declined so that today
the overwhelming majority of nations pride themselves on being
secular democracies. Yet despite this, an estimated two-thirds
of the world’s population readily describe themselves as religious.

It is not difficult to understand the apparent need we humans
have for religious belief: when confronted with the immensity
and complexity of the cosmos, and the ‘miracle’ of life, religion
offers a framework for explaining and understanding mysteries
that philosophy and science have not yet satisfactorily resolved.

Although today a majority of people identify with Christianity,
Islam, Hinduism or Buddhism, there has been a rich variety of
religions through the ages and in different parts of the world.
Some are ancient, some now extinct, others recently established,

6 INTRODUCTION
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and each has distinctive beliefs and practices, but the majority
have several common features. Foremost of these is faith, a belief
in something, usually a supernatural power, being or principle. It is
this faith, rather than evidence-based rational explanation, that
distinguishes religion from science and philosophy.

But religion is more than simply belief in something otherwise
inexplicable. In an individual this would be thought of as faith or
spirituality; religion implies a shared belief, involving communal
activity, an institution, rituals and a moral code. Because a
religion offers a comprehensive belief system, it often also
provides a mythology about the origins of its people, and as
such becomes a cornerstone of that society’s culture.

As civilizations come and go, so too do their religions. But as with
other parts of their cultures, religions do not simply disappear.
Instead, they are assimilated into the cultures and belief
systems that ostensibly replace them. Elements of many ancient
religions survive to the present day, and perhaps centuries

from now (although believers would be loath to concede it) many
of today’s religions will be seen as historical curiosities too,
influencing the beliefs of a future age.
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The natural world

umans are by nature inquisitive. We have an apparent need
to understand the world around us, and yet some things
defy our attempts at rational explanation.

For prehistoric people, the Sun, Moon and stars seemed magical,
literally other-worldly, and became associated with supernatural
beings or spirits. The regular cycles of night and day, and the
changing of the seasons, could be understood as the workings
of these spirits and other natural phenomena, including seas,
rivers and mountains; living things such as forests, plants

and animals; and natural dangers such as storms, floods and
droughts. All of these had, and still have, a profound effect on
human life, providing nourishment or threatening existence. Even
when civilization brought with it an increased philosophical and
scientific understanding of the natural world, the miracles of life,
death and the creation of the Universe remained mysterious.
Religions continue to offer explanations for these mysteries, to
make sense of the Universe and to search for meaning in life.

8 RELIGIOUS BELIEF AND PRACTICE
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Supernatural beings

In describing the supernatural forces responsible for the
creation of the cosmos, most religions focus on spirit beings
that, more often than not, are personified as gods.

Most ancient and folk religions identify deities with specific
ohjects, such as the Sun or Moon, but also with more abstract
concepts that include fertility, love and war. Normally, these
deities are eternal and therefore immortal. Since each natural
phenomenon was associated with a particular deity, most
ancient religions were polytheistic. Frequently, however, one
of the gods became regarded as a supreme being — generally
a Creator god - reigning over the others. Around 3,000

years ago, truly monotheistic religions began to appear in

the civilizations of the Middle East, giving rise especially to
the Abrahamic religions Judaism, Christianity and Islam. But
even within these monotheistic religions, lesser supernatural
beings such as angels are believed to exist, as well as an evil
counterpart to the one benevolent God, such as Satan.

12 RELIGIOUS BELIEF AND PRACTICE
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Creation stories

H eligious explanations of the mysteries of the natural world
almost invariably appear in story form, often as myths that
personify both natural and supernatural forces such as the
Sun, the oceans and the spark of life itself. Myths sometimes
give a metaphorical description of the actions of certain
spirits or gods, and how they affect our everyday lives.

Such mythology is a focal point of all cultures. The stories are
well known within the community and form the basis of religion.
As well as explaining natural phenomena, most religions also
offer some description of the greatest natural mystery: how
the Universe, and everything in it, came to be. There are many
different versions of the Creation story. Some involve a supreme
being who brings cosmic order out of chaos or nothingness,
while others feature a union of male and female spirits. Others
still describe an eternal Universe within which supernatural
forces create life. Some religions also predict an end to the
Universe, often associated with an apocalyptic battle.

10 RELIGIOUS BELIEF AND PRACTICE
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Honouring the gods

Since deities are credited as being the supernatural powers
responsible for the natural world, they are generally
regarded as superior to us mortals. It is unsurprising, then, that
religions place great importance on showing respect and honour
to the gods.

Religious practices include ceremonies of worship, praising the
power of a god or gods and making votive offerings to them. In
many ancient religions, this took the form of ritual sacrifice of an
animal or even a human, or in dedicating a portion of the harvest
or the hunt to the deity. In later religions, the offerings became
more symbolic promises of devotion. A person may pledge to
give up his or her life to religion or charitable work, or to pray
for guidance in living the life that the god intended for them,

and for forgiveness for any transgressions. In return, followers
petition their gods for favours, asking for their assistance in their
everyday lives, such as providing them with the basic necessities
to survive and protecting them from natural disaster.
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Souls and spirits

As well as providing explanations for those things that give
and sustain life, religions also seek to satisfy our curiosity
about what happens when we die. They offer reassurance that
life on Earth is in preparation for an eternal afterlife.

In virtually every religion, there is a belief in a human soul or
spirit that is separate and distinct from the physical body,

and that lives on after death. Concepts of what happens to
the soul after physical death differ from faith to faith. Many
religions describe a place where these spirits go — a heavenly
domain in which the god or gods reside or a subterranean
realm of shades. Over time, the idea evolved that the nature of
the eternal afterlife was dependent on the Earthly life of the
deceased. Particularly in monotheistic religions the choice was
a simple one: heavenly paradise or punitive hell. Other religions,
especially Hinduism and Buddhism, do not envisage the afterlife
as a destination, but as part of a journey on which the soul is
reincarnated in a constant cycle of life, death and rebirth.
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Rituals and rites

hile followers of a given religion can perform some kind

of devotion at any time, it is normal to formalize these in
ritual acts of communal worship. In addition to daily or weekly
ceremonies, certain times of the year also have significance
and are celebrated through festivals, feasts and fasts.

Common to most religions are rituals linked to the changing
seasons, especially the important times of the agricultural
calendar - the arrival of spring or harvest time —times

at which followers seek divine intervention in fertility and
productivity. Many religions commemorate elements of their
mythology, too, such as the birth of prophets and saints’ days.
There are also personal milestones in an individual’s life that
are marked with religious rituals for divine approval. The birth
of a child and funeral rituals are universally observed, and
there are other rites of passage, such as initiation or coming-
of-age ceremonies and the public taking of marriage vows, all
of which are integral to many religions.
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Sacred places

Just as the gods of ancient religions were identified with
abstract concepts (see page 12), they were also frequently
associated with features of the landscape. As well as there being
gods of the sea or a river, for example, there were also specific
places that were considered sacred - either as the home of a
deity or as the site of some mythological event.

Forests, mountains and other geographical features might

be assigned religious significance as the creations of a deity,
while other places were chosen for astronomical reasons — for
example, the very spot at which the Sun rises on an important
day of the year, such as midsummer. Some of these places
became sites for burial grounds or for structures and buildings
in which to perform religious rituals. The tradition of having

a building devoted to religious worship —a temple, church,
synagogue or mosque, for example —is common to almost all
faiths. These, along with shrines dedicated to holy people such as
saints or prophets, can become the destination of pilgrimages.

20 RELIGIOUS BELIEF AND PRACTICE





OEBPS/images/page023.jpg





OEBPS/images/page024.jpg
Good and evil

n providing explanations for the mysteries of life and the

Universe, religions generally describe good and evil spirits
that influence the world in which we live. Implicit in these are
the very concepts of ‘good’ and ‘evil’ and right and wrong.

More explicitly, religions offer a system of morality, either in
the form of guidelines for the correct way to live one’s life,
such as the Buddhist Eightfold Path (see page 144), or rules
that constitute unacceptable behaviour, such as the Ten
Commandments of Judaism and Christianity (see page 196).
There are remarkable similarities among the moral codes of
most religions, often based on some variant of the so-called
golden rule, 'do as you would be done by’, where actions that
include killing, stealing and lying are almost universally prohibited.
Other codes are specific to certain religions, especially those
concerning sexual relationships or hygiene and food. Many things
that are forbidden by a religion are based on experience — the
prohibition of certain foods to avoid food poisoning, for example.
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Holy people

religion is generally a social institution that has a structure
within the society in which it exists. More often than not,
there is a hierarchy with a class of spiritual leaders, or priests,
who may be elders of the community, scholars and teachers of
religious knowledge or conductors of religious rituals.

While not actually worshipped, these figures are respected
members of the community, giving moral as well as spiritual
guidance. They may be chosen for their wisdom or, as in the case
of shamans (see page 32), for their ability to act as intermediaries
between the people and the gods or spirits. Some are particularly
revered as prophets - bringing the word of their god as it has
been revealed to them — or as saints or semi-divine beings with
some supernatural quality, such as performing miracles. In many
societies, there is a tradition of monasticism, a class of people
who devote their lives entirely to their religion. These holy men
and women —monks and nuns —renounce secular society and
concentrate on prayer, worship and charitable work.
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Traditional beliefs

Anumber of traditional religions have survived into the modern
era, mainly in parts of the world that have remained
untouched by industrialized society. Indigenous peoples in Africa,
South America, Australasia and even parts of North America and
the more remote areas of Europe and Asia, maintain belief systems
and religious rituals that have existed in an unbroken tradition going
back, sometimes, for thousands of years.

Unlike the ancient religions of, for example, Egypt and Greece, or
still-flourishing ancient faiths such as Hinduism, these are not the
religious expressions of civilizations, but of smaller, and generally
less sophisticated, tribal communities. As such, they can help

to give an insight into the beliefs and practices of prehistoric
cultures. With the rapid advances in communication technology in
today’s globalized world, many of these ‘folk religions’ have come
under threat as their followers have contact with modern society,
but in some areas, such as the American Northwest, there has
been a concerted effort to preserve tradition.
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Religion and society

defining feature of a religion is that it is a communal

activity. Generally speaking, an individual with his or her
own spiritual beliefs may be considered as religious, but not
part of a religion. To be recognized as a religion, those beliefs
need to be systematically organized, and shared by others.
And because religions consist of shared beliefs, and almost
invariably communal observance in the form of ceremonies or
rituals, they play an important social as well as spiritual role.

The act of worship, for example, is a community activity that
brings together people with a common purpose. At a local level,
the temple or church can be as much a social as a religious
centre of a community; from a wider perspective, a religion can
be closely connected to national or regional identity. Religious
rituals often involve music and dancing that are central to a
society’s cultural heritage, and the mythology — sometimes
formalized as holy scriptures —is often an important influence
on a society’s literature or ties in with its history.
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the history and mythology of
many Native American tribes.
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