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Introduction


Despite “religion” being a core theme of many contemporary debates, a solid and settled definition of the concept has not yet been reached. Several possibilities have been proposed by academics, yet they vary greatly, and no single definition has become widely accepted. As such, it is not easy to clearly determine what exactly we are talking about when we discuss “all that religious stuff.”


However, the absence of such an agreed upon definition does not seem to stop us from frequently talking about it. With or without a clear definition, we mostly assume we are able to recognize religious phenomena when we see them. After all, we have the feeling “that religious stuff” has some specific and common characteristics. Those characteristics can be summarized in seven basic assumptions about religion:




1. Religions are determined by a series of dogmatic beliefs and well-defined rules of conduct that adherents must follow. This is probably the most central aspect of what makes religion so religious.


2. Religions are structured hierarchically and those who occupy top positions within the power structure determine both the content of the faith and the rules delineating the appropriate behavior of the followers.


3. Religions can be clearly distinguished, based on their beliefs, rules, and structures. Which means, for example, that we can easily separate Christianity from Buddhism or straightforwardly differentiate Muslims from Hindus.


4. Spirituality and mysticism contrast with religion. Spirituality is perceived as beautiful and liberating, while religion is seen as limiting. This results in a large group of people stating they are spiritual, but not religious.


5. Science and religion are at odds with each other. After all, religion is based on faith. Science, on the other hand, is based on facts and reason.


6. Religions are dangerous because their irrational truth claims inevitably provoke violence. This immediately leads to the final assumption.


7. A secular society is completely different (and inherently better) than a religious society.





Every day, we find variations of these assumptions in all kinds of newspaper articles, political debates, and TV documentaries. In modern societies, in which people consider themselves to be secular, they constitute a basic view of religion.


The only problem is that none of these assumptions are true. Instead of reasoned ideas, they are unfounded assumptions. Instead of facts, they are modern myths, and just like the myths of other times, they are a staple of everyone’s education—not because they offer us a better insight into the world, but because they provide a persuasive symbolism for describing what is “good” and “evil.” These assumptions therefore do not provide a greater knowledge of our society, but they do provide a kind of emotional-existential lens through which we interpret society. They ensure an “us versus them” mentality of secular versus religious.


For many people, however, these seven assumptions are accepted elements of a clear conceptual framework. They are not considered to be fabrications at all. Rather, they are seen as an undeniable reality because, in past centuries, fact and fiction have become strongly intertwined. The divide between secularism and religiosity developed into a self-evident foundation of the dominant worldview.


With this book then, I would like to make a counter argument. I want to unravel fact and fiction. I want to put the subject of “religion” in a new perspective by questioning the basic premises on which the current view is built. I want to clarify why these seven commonplace assumptions about religion indeed do not describe reality but function as myths instead.


The structure of this book is simple: in each chapter I take a closer look at one of these seven basic assumptions by extensively investigating, questioning and/or disproving various elements of the assumptions. However, I will not limit myself to deconstruction. At the end of each chapter, I suggest how we might approach its theme from a different perspective and, as a result, develop a new vision of religion.


This approach structures all chapters but one because, after discussing the first three myths, an interlude seemed necessary to explain why we are continually confronted with the difficulty of defining religion. This interlude also briefly outlines the fascinating history behind the word “religion” and points out some important and often overlooked sociopolitical aspects of that history.


To make the whole book as accessible as possible, I have used a lot of concrete examples. These examples, more than philosophical and theoretical considerations, clearly show why the current frameworks about religion so frequently fall short. Taken as a whole, they cease to be apparent exceptions to the rule and instead become strong challenges to the rule.


Nevertheless, this book in no way contradicts the findings of current religious studies. Most of the concepts every chapter discusses are not controversial among the scholars who research that particular subject. For example, one can easily come across well-substantiated books about the intimate relationship between faith and science, or find academic articles about the fluid boundaries between religious traditions. Yet, generally speaking, those books and articles are limited to just one specific topic. As such, there is a lot of material available in which researchers analyze and debunk one particular assumption about religion, but, to my knowledge, those materials have not been compiled in an organized manner before. One of the main purposes of this book is therefore to uncover the common threads that connect the various public debates which concern religion.


However, the fact that I deliberately wanted to maintain such a broad perspective was at odds with my intention to make the book concise. Therefore, in order for it to be useful for a wide audience, I was forced to impose some restrictions on my endeavor.


The first of these limitations was the choice to draw most examples from only three religious contexts: Christian, Islamic and Hindu traditions. Elements from other religious contexts are also discussed here and there, but the most elaborate examples are always connected to these three matrices of traditions. The underlying reason is simple: in recent years, both personally and professionally, I have mainly delved deeper into different branches of those religions, so, I feel most “at home” in them. On top of it, even though this brings along a certain restriction, in various sociological and theological respects they are more than distinct enough to ensure sufficient religious variety among the examples.


A second limitation lies in the choice to mostly present examples that are not too far off the spectrum of common knowledge about religion. By sticking to better known elements, less elaborate explanations are needed. It also immediately ensured I could reduce the references to a minimum. When the information I provide can be found in an average handbook or is so uncontroversial that it is correctly described on public online encyclopedias, I omitted references. Those who are not familiar with certain examples and want to confirm their veracity can easily look them up on the Internet. As such, I only give further sources and references when it comes to issues that are more specialized or somewhat more disputed. (That being said, it is worth noting that by “common examples” I mean aspects of religious history and theology that are relatively well known within the field of religious studies. Most of them will probably make many readers raise their eyebrows, because even when they are not controversial, they are often completely ignored in mainstream narratives about religion.)


Finally, I chose to limit myself to the core essence of my argument. I therefore tried not to weigh the book down with related tangents. That is why extra quotations, supporting examples, references to the work of leading religious scholars and comments which are linked to more specialized debates were included as endnotes only. In addition, I have placed a few short text boxes with relevant facts throughout the chapters. Readers can thus choose whether or not they would like to engage with these short elaborations on particular topics.


But what are commandments worth if one cannot occasionally sin against them? As such, I do not follow the guidelines just outlined on all pages of the book. Here and there I do go deeper into some religious phenomena that are less well known, and which need some more extensive explanation. However, there is a specific reason why I chose to include these more drawn-out anecdotes after all: they will probably put a smile on the reader’s face. That is of great importance to me because I believe investigative analysis and fun should go hand in hand more often—especially when it comes to religion.




Myth #1


Religions Are Determined by a Series of Dogmatic Beliefs and Well-defined Rules of Conduct That Adherents Must Follow


Why a belief in one or more gods is not the basis of religion


Religion is primarily concerned with a belief in God. That is the commonplace assumption.


Most certainly, such a belief is a core element of the two religious traditions with the largest number of adherents: Christianity and Islam. Together, their followers comprise more than half of the world’s population, and it is difficult to deny that their theologies, rituals, and ethics largely focus on a transcendent creator God who ensures both mercy and justice in the world.




Religious demographics


In 2010, the Pew Research Center estimated the number of Christians at 32 percent of the world’s population and the number of Muslims at 24 percent. The third largest group (16 percent) was identified by the survey as “unaffiliated” (that is to say, people who explicitly do not consider themselves to be part of any particular religious tradition). The fourth group were Hindus (15 percent) and the fifth Buddhists (7 percent). What sometimes surprises people about these figures is the relatively low percentage of Jews in the world, as they make up only 0.2 percent of the world’s population.1





Of course, religions do not always worship just one God. Some traditions are polytheistic or encompass a belief in a whole variety of supernatural beings. An obvious example thereof would be the pantheon of the ancient Greeks. In it, gods and goddesses such as Zeus, Aphrodite, and Athena interacted with all kinds of creatures such as titans, satyrs, and nymphs. A more contemporary example can be found in the traditions of Hinduism where we find colorful images of the god Shiva, who dances in order to balance the cosmos; of the many-armed goddess Durga, who devours all evil; and of Ganesha, who has the head of an elephant.


In the latter case, many Hindus would argue that they are actually worshipping a divine, cosmic essence when they are burning incense in front of the statues in their temples or homes. The multitude of gods are merely symbolic because behind their multiplicity lies the One Ultimate Reality, which is called Brahman. From this perspective, the various gods are but (partial) manifestations of that Brahman. For example, they might express elements of its creative energy, its destructive power, its deep beauty, or its elusiveness. Moreover, everything in existence is ultimately a manifestation of the One Ultimate Reality permeating all that is at every moment. As such, a large part of the Hindu traditions can, in a sense, be described as monotheistic.2 Although, of course, Brahman is a much more “impersonal” God than the one referred to in Christian or Islamic contexts. After all, this perception of the divine is less about a God directly relating to humans, and more about a sacred essence that is present in the depth of every creature.


Such conceptualizations of the divine can be found in many other places. For example, in Taoism, the Tao is a central notion. Literally translatable as “The Way,” it refers to a kind of divine dynamic that pushes everything that is in a certain direction. The Tao brings harmony between the many opposites of yin and yang: light and dark, heat and cold, creation and destruction, unity and multiplicity, and so on. According to Taoists, we should thus try to live in accordance with this underlying Tao dynamic as much as possible; for when we do so, we will achieve a better balance, both in our personal lives and in society as a whole.


Many other religious traditions can be mentioned in which “the belief in God” does not imply a belief in a supernatural figure who created the world and subsequently acts as its guardian, but these examples sufficiently clarify that the God one person believes in does not always correspond to the God another person worships. The different religions do not always uphold similar visions of the divine. One could therefore wonder whether the word “God” always carries the same meaning and, as a result, whether we can truly claim that a belief in God(s) is always at the center of every religion.


To get around this problem in trying to articulate the essence of religion, a different approach is sometimes proposed: perhaps not every religious tradition revolves around “God,” but all of them at least include the belief in “transcendence.” The exact interpretation of this transcendence might perhaps differ, but the common denominator would therefore be that there is “something” beyond the world and nature. Unfortunately, such an approach equally fails in providing a universal thread among the various religions.


Why the belief in “something transcendent” does not form the basis of religion either


Even though it strongly contradicts the prevailing view, it is simply not true that all religious traditions are, by definition, based on transcendent concepts. Let us return to the concept of Tao for a first example. Yes, a Taoist may consider the Tao to be an expression of a transcendent and divine power—in fact, many do—but other interpretations are equally possible. The Tao can also be considered as an inherent governing principle of the universe. From this perspective, “The Way” and the balancing patterns which can be discerned therein (the natural transition from yin to yang and vice versa) are simply facts. In this case, it ceases to be a transcendent concept and instead refers to constant processes within the cosmos. It becomes a kind of overarching natural law that is just as “non-transcendent” as gravity.


We can even go one step further and include explicitly atheistic religious groups. This may sound paradoxical, but the phenomenon does exist. Jewish atheists are a good illustration. They do not believe in God, but they do explicitly identify themselves as adherents of Judaism, regularly visit a synagogue and maintain the various traditional rituals. The movement of Humanist Judaism is an organized expression of this phenomenon, but there are atheistic Jews from many different denominations. In the United States, for example, a large-scale survey from 2018 found that this label can be applied to about ten percent of American Jews.3


For yet another example we can of course turn toward Buddhism. This is probably the best-known example of an ostensibly atheistic (or at least agnostic) religion. According to the oldest sources, the Buddha seemed to have little concern for “God” or “the divine.” Not that he explicitly described himself as an atheist or that he outright rejected the existence of divine beings. He simply did not accord them much relevance. As far as historical sources can reconstruct the doctrine he preached, it did not seem to involve a concept of some God who rules over all of creation. When references are made to gods in some of the oldest texts that contain the Buddha’s teachings, they are beings who, like humans, are subject to the universal dynamics of eternal change. As such, they too will come and go. Many Buddhist teachers of the first centuries after the Buddha therefore explicitly rejected the idea of an eternal and omnipotent God.


After all, the Buddha was primarily looking for a practical, psychological, and existential way out of suffering. To a large extent, this Buddhist endeavor comes down to accepting the fundamental transience of existence and letting go of one’s attachments to anything that is bound to eventually disappear. Whoever succeeds in doing so, and thus becomes enlightened by realizing that people stumble from one illusion to another as long as they are absorbed by desires, attains nirvana. According to some scholars of religious studies, nirvana is a transcendent concept in the sense that it can be viewed as a kind of Ultimate Reality that lurks beneath all the change of the universe. That certainly is one possible interpretation. However, nirvana, which literally means “being blown out” or “being extinguished,” is above all a concept by which the Buddhist tradition indicates “emptiness.” It is primarily about a state of consciousness in which suffering no longer has a hold on oneself. Hence, nirvana does not necessarily have to be interpreted as something transcendent at all. Many Buddhists would not label it as such either.


Consequently, there is a long-standing debate about the question of whether Buddhism is a religion or not. Some prefer to stick to a more general term such as “philosophy” or “lifestyle.” However, such a view is difficult to reconcile with the day-to-day reality of various Asian countries. In Buddhist temples in Thailand, for example, one can regularly find many Hindu gods, such as Shiva, Indra, Vishnu, and the elephant god Ganesh; Tibetan Buddhism is full of images of gods and demons, many of which are also related to the Hindu pantheon; and the traditional stories surrounding the Buddha’s birth are full of paranormal events. In fact, the latter even describe how his mother became pregnant without the involvement of a man. The Buddha also took seven steps immediately after his birth and blooming lotus flowers appeared where he placed his feet.


Additionally, the daily ritual practice of many Buddhists does not revolve around some type of solitary meditation. In fact, in several countries in which Buddhism is the dominant religion, the laity does not meditate at all. Rather, they try to build up good karma by, for example, giving gifts to the mendicant monks, or living a morally correct life.4 Also worth noting, is that whoever witnesses the prayer of those monks in their monasteries or temples—even if they belong to the most non-theistic branches of Buddhism—will not be able to ignore the strong religious atmosphere as the monks perform standardized rituals, or spend hours monotonously reciting ancient texts.


No matter how fascinating this discussion might be, the point here is not to propose a final answer. Of importance here is merely the discussion itself since it presents us with an explicit illustration of the multifaceted way in which some traditions deal with the divine. Even if some would argue that there are non-religious forms of Buddhism, taken as a whole, this broad tradition undoubtedly contains all kinds of religious elements.


It should therefore be clear: religions are not necessarily determined by belief in one or more gods. On top of it, when we do encounter conceptualizations of the divine in different religions, these can encompass varying (and not always comparable) perceptions of divine manifestation. Likewise, the proposal that religions, in essence, always focus on “something transcendent” does not resolve the lack of common denominator. No matter how general or abstract the concept we accept, in the end, we will not be able to pinpoint specific elements that apply to all religions universally.5


Even within each individual religion, belief and faith are not the defining or binding factor. Religious traditions can rarely be defined by a set of specific convictions since adherents of the same religion can have very different interpretations of crucial elements within their tradition. The last example of the Buddhist variations in ritual worship of gods already hinted at this. However, it can be helpful to delve somewhat deeper into this matter.


On the variations of beliefs within religions


I opened this chapter referring to the belief in a personal God within Christianity and Islam. I contrasted this belief with the Hindu view of an impersonal God to indicate how varied “beliefs in God” can be. In reality, however, different approaches toward the divine cannot be neatly divided among religions. If the monotheistic approaches of Christians or Muslims are examined in more depth, one regularly encounters descriptions of God that are miles away from any anthropomorphic interpretation. Many of them see God primarily as a profound spiritual force that created the cosmos, sustains life, pervades everything, and resonates within their lives. They have no affinity at all with the stereotypical bearded man who closely observes all people from behind the clouds. Instead, they interpret Biblical or Qur’anic expressions about God who “speaks,” “looks,” or “acts” as purely metaphorical expressions that are only described this way as a means to invoke a complex divinity which is infinitely beyond all imagination and thus beyond words.




The variation of images of God among Christians and Muslims


The supposition that many Christians and Muslims have a rather “impersonal” image of God is, first of all, based on personal experiences and conversations. However, for those who do not find this a compelling argument, I can also refer to one of the few large-scale studies on variations of approaches to the divine, conducted by the Pew Research Center in 2018. The study examined what Americans exactly mean when they say they believe in God. Among American Christians, 18 percent say they do not believe in “the Biblical God,” while they do believe in “a higher power or spiritual force in the universe.” Among Jews, that percentage rises to 56 percent. Moreover, when we have a further look at the meaning people assign to the terms “a Biblical God” or “a higher power,” it appears that both groups mainly agree on the idea that God loves people and protects them. Major differences only become apparent when the question is asked whether God also determines what happens in their personal lives. Of those who say they believe in a Biblical God, 70 percent answer in the affirmative, compared to 25 percent of the group who believe in a higher spiritual power. But when asked whether God actually talks to them, the percentages drop to just 40 percent for those who believe in the Biblical God, and to 16 percent for those believing in a higher spiritual power.6


It is of course important to note that the situation in the United States is not representative of the situation in other countries. For example, in the Netherlands and Belgium, the two countries in which I spend most of my time, the percentages of Christians who do not identify with a “Biblical God” but rather see God as “a higher power or spiritual force in the universe” is likely to be much higher. Research in those countries revealed that only 17 percent of Christians believe in a personal God, and less than half hold that Jesus is the Son of God or was sent by God. The percentages are slightly higher among Dutch Protestants. However, even within this group 33 percent do not believe in the divine character of Christ.7 It is also important to remember that impersonal perceptions of God in traditions with a strong theistic focus are not limited to “modern” conceptions of God. Many classical texts of great theologians become completely incomprehensible when read through the lens of a God who is a concrete, definable, supernatural being. When such texts try to describe an omnipresent God, who penetrates every aspect of existence to its very core, they seem to invoke a concept such as “The One Ultimate Reality.” That is why the great Islamic sage Mevlana Rumi was fond of referring to the Qur’anic verses that describe God as being “closer to you than your jugular vein”8 and that declare: “wherever you turn, there is His Face.”9 The words of the Christian Meister Eckhart sound very similar when he states that “whoever possesses God in their being, has Him in a divine manner, and He shines out to them in all things; for them all things taste of God and in all things it is God’s image that they see. God is always radiant in them; they are inwardly detached from the world and are in-formed by the loving presence of their God.”10 Such statements are only comprehensible if one does not see God merely as a distinct, transcendent supreme being, but also experiences Him as a deeply immanent reality.





Conversely, I will qualify my earlier description of Hinduism. For not all Hindus approach the many gods as manifestations of the One Ultimate Reality (Brahman) or as metaphorical figures. Some believe in the reified existence of multiple gods and thus consider them to be real beings in themselves. We can also refer to the existence of the Bhakti movement. This is a strand of Hinduism in which devotees focus their own spiritual devotion on one specific god from the Hindu pantheon. In fact, since Bhaktis see that particular God as the manifestation of Brahman, their way of relating to the divine is, in some respects, similar to the concept of incarnation in Christianity. So, in this case, we might indeed speak of a “personal God”—or at least a personal relationship with that God.


Similar variations can easily be noticed in many other elements of faith such as expectations of life after death. To give one striking example: a considerable proportion of Christians do not believe the afterlife continues in a separate dimension of existence (let alone in a form of “heaven” or “hell”). Moreover, a survey in the United States shows that 29 percent of American Christians believe in reincarnation. Among American Catholics, that figure increases to 36 percent.11 In contrast, for a branch of Hinduism that does not believe in reincarnation, we can refer to the materialist and atheist Charvaka movement.


Besides the fact that there can be enormous variations within a faith, even with respect to some core elements, it is also significant that “being convinced of something” is often not the most important issue in the adherence to a particular tradition. The way of life and the ensuing practices often bear much greater significance.


As I already mentioned, there are quite a few people who strongly identify as Jewish and follow many Jewish customs, but do not believe in God. The five pillars of Islam are another good example of conduct and behavior being sometimes more significant than solemn truth claims. Generally, these five pillars are considered the core elements of Islam, yet only one of them pertains directly to faith. The other four pillars are all common religious practices: fasting, praying, giving alms, and making a pilgrimage. The sole “pillar of faith” expresses two simple assertions: “There is no God but the God and Muhammad is one of his messengers.” In order to convert to Islam, it suffices to subscribe to these tenets.


In this regard, the difference between orthodoxy and orthopraxy comes to the fore: orthodoxy concerns religious traditions that emphasize a correct teaching (the Greek “ortho” means “straight” and “doxo” means “conviction”), while orthopraxy concerns religious traditions which revolve around correct practice (the Greek “praxis” means “doing”). The various religions cannot always be neatly categorized along these lines, but the terms do clarify why we should not assume that every religious tradition trends toward the side of orthodoxy. Many traditions have a stronger emphasis on orthopraxy since, for a lot of people, performing rituals from their tradition or following a certain way of life is a lot more important than their convictions or inner certitudes.


Yet, let us not exaggerate the adherence to orthopraxy either. After all, there are exceptions to every rule.


On the variety of rules and regulations within religions


When taking a broad perspective of any religion, one can easily observe quite a bit of flexibility in how the prescriptions are perceived and practiced. By way of illustration, we can return to the five pillars of Islam. Not all Muslims pray five times a day; the pilgrimage to Mecca only needs to be carried out if one has the financial means to do so; and the exact interpretation of the zakat (alms to the poor) differs greatly from country to country.


Another example, which deserves some elaboration, is the place of alcohol within Islam. Theoretically speaking, alcohol is prohibited among Muslims. Yet, in a dominantly Muslim country such as Turkey, beer, wine and raki are commonly produced. Anyone who walks through the shopping streets of big cities such as Istanbul or Ankara knows that alcohol is a ubiquitous element of social life. Yet Turks are no less Muslim because of it—and certainly no less “religious.” Moreover, they do not differ that much from the many Islamic politicians, poets, and mystics, who, over the centuries, held wine in high esteem. For example, the ninth century CE saw a cultural and religious flourishing under the reign of Harun al-Rashid. Life in the palace of this Abbasid caliph also served as the setting for several stories in the famous collection One Thousand and One Nights. Nonetheless, in that same palace people regularly sang, danced, and drank. The same was true in the sixteenth-century courts of Babur, the founder of the Indian Mughal dynasty, and of Shah Ismail, the founder of the Persian Safavid Empire.12


Then there is also the famous fourteenth-century poet Hafez who is held in very high esteem to this day. Every day, buses packed with schoolchildren are driven to his grave to recite his poems reverentially. Yet, these poems contain several references to drunkenness, as in these verses:




Don’t talk to me of sugar, or of any food that’s sweet;


Sweetness for me is on your lips when your and my lips meet.


I’ll haunt these ruins while within the ruins of my heart


The treasure of my love for you is lodged and won’t depart.


Why do you talk to me of shame—shame has become my name—


Or reputation, when my reputation is my shame?


We drink our wine, we flirt, and we’re licentious—yes, but who


Is in this city where we live of whom this isn’t true?


And don’t go to the morals officer to make a fuss—


He’s on the constant lookout too for pleasure, just like us.


This is no time to sit, Hafez, without your wine and lover;


Jasmine’s and roses’ days are here, and Ramadan is over.13





It is generally held that Hafez meant such verses merely metaphorically, describing the mystical experience of being intoxicated by profound union with the divine. However, even if he predominantly had this deeper layer of meaning in mind, we can at least notice how lavishly he used the metaphor. This should not come as a surprise since he moved within the elite circles of his time, where wine flowed freely. So, at the very least, his listeners were likely to appreciate such a metaphor because of their more literal personal experiences.


As a result, anyone who wants to argue that every Muslim who drinks alcohol is not a “real” Muslim is faced with a paradox since such a view implies that important Islamic figures, who were respected for centuries, suddenly cease to be “real” examples of the way in which Islam was experienced in the past. On the other hand, anyone who claims that they too were Muslims must conclude that “the adherence to religious rules and regulations” is a very relative concept—even within a religious tradition that shows a strong propensity for orthopraxy in some respects.


This certainly does not only apply to Islam. In every religious tradition there is an enormous variety of customs and lifestyles. Let me give one last example from Christianity. Many Western Europeans are convinced that all of their Christian ancestors regularly and devoutly attended church. Yet this assumption is not borne out by fact. When we have a look at historiography that finds itself a bit outside the mainstream, we can find information which contradicts the commonplace image. For example, a different picture emerges from Emma Wilby’s renowned book on folk beliefs and witchcraft in early modern England:




In our own century, novelists and filmmakers unconsciously perpetuate the notion of the idyllic Christian community of Britain past: every member of the parish, from the poorest cottar in his homespun jerkin to the lord of the manor in his velvets and ruff, all coming together to worship in a candle-lit church—the gulf in rank and earthly fortunes which normally separated them being momentarily bridged by the metaphysical certainties and emotional comforts of established belief. But the reality was rather different. In many parts of England and Scotland churches were without a resident priest. (…) A significant proportion of common folk seldom attended church at all. Contemporaries complained that it was quite common for only half of the parish to be present at Sunday worship and in 1635 one pamphleteer lamented that it “really was a case of two or three persons gathered in God’s name.” (…) Of those who attended church, many just went through the motions with little real understanding. A large proportion of the laity could not recite the Lord’s Prayer or Ten Commandments and knew little of Christian scripture or doctrine, one observer complaining in 1606 that people “knew more about Robin Hood than they did about the stories in the Bible.”14





It may not be congruent with our current image, but among sixteenth- and seventeenth-century rural communities in England and Scotland, Christianity was not all that life-encompassing. According to Wilby, people were largely concerned with something completely different: “The guiding principles in the lives of many ordinary people in early modern Britain were essentially ‘animist’ rather than Christian.”15
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