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INTRODUCTION

A Preview of What is to Come

Many writers and philosophers of the first rank, from David Hume to James Frazer, from Auguste Comte to Karl Marx, have argued that religion is obsolete, even if people in general do not seem to have realised the fact. It is, they say, a mass of superstitions and delusions, and it has been superseded by science. It is also intolerant and dangerous, and we are only too well aware that civilisation might yet be destroyed by religious hatred. Only when we get rid of religion, they say, will the world be safe to live in and free from delusion and superstition. As civilisations begin to be liberated from superstition, developing and becoming technologically advanced, they will inevitably leave religion behind. The chief hope for humanity, according to such thought, lies in the advance of education and the extinction of religion, which naturally go hand in hand.

Unfortunately for this theory, the most developed country in the world today, the United States of America, is a living refutation of its claims. There has not been a question about religion in the census for over fifty years. But independent surveys such as the American Religious Identity Survey of 2001, carried out by sociologists Barry Kosmin and Seymour Lachman of the Graduate School at City University, New York, give the proportion of Christians in the population as 76%. There are not insignificant, though very much smaller, numbers of adherents of non-Christian religions, and only 13% of the population described themselves as secular or non-religious. The United States continues to be a standing refutation of the claim sometimes made by European sociologists that religious belief declines in proportion to technological and scientific development – unless, of course, only about 13% of Americans are scientifically developed, which seems unlikely.

Even if we turn to one of the most secular countries in the modern world, Britain, 72% of the population described themselves as ‘Christian’ in the 2001 census. This was very surprising to the clergy, who had never seen anything like that number of people in church. But it seemed to show that nearly three-quarters of the population identified themselves, however vaguely, with a religion. Again, there are many other religious groups in the United Kingdom, in significant numbers, though there are problems about getting reliable data on those numbers. Social surveys also carried out in the United Kingdom show that between one-third and one-half of all people questioned claim to have had a significant religious experience. So religion still seems to be alive and well, even in a very secular society.

So is religion a natural and important part of human life, which can provide meaning and value and psychological stability? Or is it an intellectual aberration, which gives only false hopes and idle wish-fulfilments, and is psychologically damaging?

We first have to try to find out just what religion is. We want to know how religions have developed, and whether they have any reasonable basis. We want to know what social or psychological functions religions have, or what reasons people might have for being religious. We want to know whether religion has a future, and whether we should oppose it, ignore it, or support it (maybe even participate in it).

In this book I have sought to answer these questions. I begin, in part I, by considering various definitions of religion that have been given, to get a clear idea of just what we are dealing with. Although this is a highly controversial matter, I suggest a general definition of religion – as a set of practices for establishing relationship to a supernatural or transcendent reality, for the sake of obtaining human good or avoiding harm.

Then I go on to consider some of the best-known attempts to explain why people are religious, from David Hume and Sir James Frazer (classicists and early anthropologists) to Emile Durkheim and Karl Marx (sociologists) and to Sigmund Freud, Carl Gustav Jung and William James (psychologists). All except the last two regarded religion as an unfortunate delusion, so that the academic study of religion in the last hundred years has often been a diagnosis of the neurosis of religion and how to get rid of it. I try to show the inadequacy and incompleteness of these explanations, and suggest that it remains an open question whether there is a transcendent spiritual reality to which religions give some access.

Such a reality has been conceived in many different ways throughout history. Part II – chapters 5 through 7 – outlines the way in which religions developed from prehistoric origins to the great canonical traditions we call the ‘world religions’. I show how the great traditions developed four basic models of spiritual reality, the idealist (only the spiritual ultimately exists), the dualist (spirit and matter both exist in relative independence), the theistic (the spiritual and the material both exist, but the material exists in total dependence upon the spiritual), and the monist (spirit and matter are different aspects of the same unitary reality). These models are developed mainly in India, the Near East and East Asia respectively, though elements of them can all be found somewhere in the great traditions. So there are four great streams of religious thought in the world. I have called them ‘canonical’ because they all, in their traditional forms, accept some final and absolute revelation, embodied in one or more holy texts. In these traditions religion comes to consist, not just in relationship to supernatural forces, but in overcoming selfish desire and knowing or realising unity with one spiritual being or state of supreme value. But the canonical religions all seem to offer competing views of that being, and they have got closely involved with different political and cultural systems, and so religions can look as though they are doomed to perpetual conflict.

However, a dramatic change in religious consciousness occurred in Europe in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, in a movement often called ‘the Enlightenment’. Part III – chapters 8 through 10 – outlines the impact of the Enlightenment on the old religious traditions, especially on Christianity and European Judaism, though the impact has been felt in every religious tradition. At this time traditional religion faced great challenges, and needed to be thoroughly rethought. The two greatest challenges were the principle of evidentialism – that all beliefs should be proportioned to publicly testable evidence – and the principle of autonomy – that beliefs, especially moral beliefs, should not be based on authority. If you accept these two principles religious belief, in its traditional form, cannot survive.

But there is a religious response to these challenges. Religious believers can argue that experience is much wider than publicly testable evidence, and includes experience of a transcendent reality. And they can argue that there is a proper place for authority, based on the teachings of people with special insight into the way of achieving true human fulfilment. The limitation of knowledge to sense-experience and the denial of any legitimate authority in matters of belief turn out to be highly questionable. But the Enlightenment did rightly establish that all religious beliefs are subject to criticism in the light of whatever evidence is available, so they need to be much more tentative about many matters than they have been. And religious beliefs must be assessed by moral criteria, so they have to be seen to be conducive to human well-being.

In the modern world, religions face another change. In part IV – the eleventh and twelfth chapters – I assess the present state of religions, and suggest that the future lies in the growth of a convergent spirituality. Each tradition can accept a distinctive place within a plurality of faiths, as a system of symbols and rituals that seeks with others a convergence on one supreme transcendent reality, in which true human fulfilment is to be found. In this way the modern age offers the possibility, real but uncertain, of seeing religion as a process of spiritual exploration which will be both imaginatively enriching and morally illuminating. Religion, so conceived, will have the function of giving human life an ultimate meaning, as people find ways of living in conscious relation to a supreme spiritual value, which they are to realise in themselves and in the world. They will be able to accept many other spiritual paths as different ways of seeking such realisation, not just as rivals, but as valuable and complementary forms of life.

So, in presenting the case for religion, this book does four key things:

1.  It demolishes some influential arguments against religion which are supposed to be based on science, sociology and psychology.

2.  It shows just why and how religions differ – they are not in chaotic conflict, but they explore the logically possible set of answers to basic human questions of spiritual meaning.

3.  It provides a rational justification of religious belief – showing how religious faith can dramatically change worldviews, attitudes and behaviour. It shows how faith gives experience of a supreme spiritual reality, overcomes egoism and gives a sense of significance and purpose, inner calm, psychological integration, moral motivation and a transformation of awareness.

4.  It shows how the established religions must change in the modern world if they are to be forces for good. They must be more provisional and exploratory than dogmatic and absolute, they must have as their central driving force the eliciting of positive experiences of transcendence, they must be conducive to human flourishing, and they must safeguard freedom of belief.

Religions are now faced with a choice between retreating into introverted and competing ideologies which can only increase misunderstanding and mutual antagonism in the world, and moving on to greater humility, tolerance and understanding through acceptance of a global religious outlook. On that choice the future of religion, and perhaps the future of the world itself, depends.


PART I
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RELIGION DEFINED AND EXPLAINED


1

RELIGION AND THE TRANSCENDENT

In Search of a Definition

It is very difficult to know what religion is. That does not stop people being vehemently for it, or against it. But it turns out that they are often for or against very different things. And when it comes to defining religion, almost anything goes.

Many colleges in America and Europe have courses on ‘Religion’. These courses usually start with a lecture entitled ‘What is Religion?’ After running through a few dozen definitions, the lecturer almost invariably concludes that nobody knows what religion is, or is even sure that there is such a thing. The courses continue to be called courses on religion, however, because that sounds better than having a course entitled, ‘I do not know what I am talking about’.

The problem became clear when, in the 2001 government census in Britain, thousands of people put down their religious affiliation as ‘Jedi Knight’. This is not quite as absurd as it might sound. Jedi Knights wear funny clothes, are in close contact with an invisible Force, and often pronounce platitudes with great profundity. Is that enough to make this a religion? If it is a religion, it has great tax advantages. But how can we decide? Could my grandmother get tax exemption if she started a new religion in her living-room? What about Scientologists, pagans, Druids and X-files devotees?

In recent years many scholars, both in anthropology and in social and cultural studies, have queried whether ‘religion’ is an appropriate or even an identifiable subject of study. Wilfred Cantwell Smith, in The Meaning and End of Religion, argued that the concept of religion is ‘recent, Western-and-Islamic, and unstable’, and that the term should be dropped.1 It is recent, because in Europe the word ‘religion’ at first meant the observance of ritual regulations. Later it most often meant ‘piety’ or ‘worship’. So to be religious was to be pious, and ‘true religion’ was, in Augustine for instance, true piety or devotion. However, in the seventeenth century, Cantwell Smith argues, the word ‘religion’ came to have a new meaning, of a system of doctrines, and ‘true religion’ came to mean the true set of doctrines. This, he suggests, makes religion into a matter of having correct beliefs, whereas it should be, and usually was before the seventeenth century, a matter of personal faith and experience.

The term ‘religion’ is Western, he goes on to say, because a great many cultures, such as the Chinese or Indian, do not have a word for ‘religion’, and so the word does not quite capture what they do when they are being religious. Finally, the term ‘religion’ is unstable, because it can mean so many different things, and it deceives people into asking useless questions such as ‘What is the essence of religion?’ When they ask that question, they either come up with something suspiciously like what they themselves believe or, if they are atheists, something that is obviously ridiculous. Either way, the question is simply not profitable, and we should stop asking it.

What Cantwell Smith objects to is labelling a whole lot of different things in very different cultures ‘religions’. Then each religion is seen as a total isolated system, which competes with others, and is a fixed entity whose essence is clear, precise and exclusive. This, he says, turns a matter of living faith into a set of abstract, ‘frozen’ doctrines, as though there were a number of ‘religions’, each with a fixed essence. He recommends that we should speak instead of many cumulative traditions, which are always in flux, always changing, and closely intermingled with their own histories and cultures. We can separate this from the lived experience of faith, of personal relation to the Transcendent. He hoped, when he wrote the book in 1962, that we might have stopped using the word ‘religion’ by the year 1987. Like most prophecies, this one has turned out to be completely false – and he himself helped to make it false by calling his book The Meaning and End of Religion, and writing it so well that it was still on sale well after 1987. There is something slightly paradoxical about a book about religion, the argument of which is that no one should write books about religion any more.

It is an excellent book, and its main argument, with which I wholly agree, and which this book also tries to advocate, is that we should not view religions as discrete and fixed sets of competing doctrines. We should pay close attention to many faiths, seeing each one as a dynamic, fluid and culturally influenced complex, the heart of which is a living personal quality of faith in a transcendent reality. The irony is that, in saying this, Cantwell Smith is precisely advocating a view of what the ‘essence of religion’ is, as distinct from its many cultural forms. He is not at all saying that there is no such thing as religion.

Other writers, usually anthropologists, have argued that it is artificial to separate religion from the general cultural life of a society. We may speak of the beliefs and practices of various cultures, and the way they change in response to new environmental and economic pressures and opportunities. But cultures are very diverse, and it is not helpful to invent general categories into which we try to force this diversity.

It could be argued that it was only when Christendom began to break up that writers such as Herbert of Cherbury (1582–1648) started to speak of ‘natural religion’, an essence that underlies all particular revelations. Religion, for Edward Herbert, consists of five innate ideas: the existence of God, the duties of worship, of moral conduct, and of repentance for sin, and the existence of rewards and punishments after death.2

Thus the word ‘religion’ comes, at a particular point in European history, to stand for an essential nature which is supposed to express the common truth of the many diverse religions, whose particular revelations are all in fact false (except for Christianity, whose essence happens to represent the truth most adequately, according to the European thought at that time). This essence, however, may seem to be only the skeleton of decayed Christian faith. The emphasis on God, on the moral nature of religion, and on final judgement, is what remains of Christianity when its most distinctive dogmas of Trinity, incarnation and atonement have been left behind.

So ‘religion’ became established in Europe as a post-Christian, minimal notion, allegedly founded on pure reason, which could be used as a criterion in the light of which all particular religions could be found wanting, especially those of foreign, heathen lands. This idea of religion supported the ideology of growing European colonialism, in its mission to bring primitive and savage races under the benevolent shade of civilisation (and to subjugate them economically in the process).

Thus seen, the use of the term ‘religion’ becomes part of a colonising process, by which all people are persuaded or forced to use a term that subsumes their own culture and belief-system under a European pattern. That in turn subtly undermines their belief-system, by transmuting it into one among many competing ‘religions’, whose true inner essence turns out to be just that recommended by the colonial powers of liberal democracy. The European colonisation of the savage mind triumphs when religions become options to be freely chosen, and options which in the end must be judged by criteria of reason which in fact embody the bourgeois, liberal, aristocratic morality of capitalist Europe.3

There is just enough truth in all this to make any European, and any American too, rather uncomfortable. It is, however, difficult to see what positive alternative is being recommended. It could be that each culture must be studied strictly as a whole on its own terms, without trying to subsume it under general global categories of explanation. But that would be to make any cross-cultural understanding impossible or at least undesirable. The study of religion would be subsumed under Cultural Studies, or it would perhaps disappear as a politically incorrect subject, which had always disguised a liberal secularising agenda for sanctioning the superiority of the West.

Ironically, it could be argued that Cantwell Smith himself, the advocate of the end of the concept of ‘religion’, falls prey to the charge of cultural imperialism. He states that the many cumulative traditions are grounds for individual faith in Transcendence. But in using the concept of ‘Transcendence’, he is focusing attention on a supernatural reality and on the possibility of personal experience of it. A critic could say that he is using what is precisely a liberal, post-Christian term to characterise what he sees as a universal object of human belief. Whereas Lord Herbert had spoken of an innate idea of God, Cantwell Smith goes further in denuding the religious object of content, and is left with the bare idea of ‘the Transcendent’. He has thereby left all particular religious traditions behind – none of them worship just the Transcendent. Yet he retains a minimal content, for ‘the Transcendent’ is that which is beyond and greater than the immanent or the everyday. Thereby he is picking out precisely what he thinks is central to religion. He is himself, an unfriendly critic could say, continuing the secularising liberal programme of viewing religion as a discrete cultural option, suggesting that its real essence is so vague as to be without significant social impact, and thus downgrading all specific revelations in favour of a cultivated, reasonable, tolerant and voluntaristic view of religion as one cultural activity among others, for those who like that sort of thing. The ideology of the West has triumphed, even in the work of one of its chief critics!

DEFENDING ‘RELIGION’

In response to such criticism, it must be agreed that speaking of ‘the Spiritual’ or ‘the Supernatural’ is vague, and that no actual object of worship is identified simply by that term. But it by no means follows that it must therefore be a decayed remnant of some full-blooded religious belief, much less a Christian one. Any observer, from any culture, looking at the huge variety of human beliefs and practices throughout the world, will naturally be led to see that his or her own beliefs are just one selection from a great number of actual beliefs. That will at once suggest that they should not just be taken for granted, as obvious to everyone. They should be compared with differing beliefs of the same sort, to see what sorts of justification they might have, or what accounts for such differences. This is not simply what happens in a specifically Western culture. It is what will happen to any reflective observer in any culture who takes note of what humans in general believe and do.

For such comparative study to take place, we have to determine what we shall count as ‘beliefs of the same sort’. A Christian could talk about differing beliefs in an incarnate God, but that would cover a relatively small range of extant human beliefs. So, like Edward Herbert, one could extend the range by talking about beliefs in God in general. We now know, as he did not appreciate, that many humans have beliefs in a supreme spiritual reality, which they do not know as ‘God’. We can extend the range further, and in doing so we gain more knowledge about the varieties of human thought. We may also gain more understanding of and respect for sorts of beliefs that at first seem very different from ours.

There is no reason why understanding should lead to the subsumption of other beliefs as inferior versions of categories we invent. Indeed, we might change our categories precisely because we see that other beliefs discern aspects of things that we have missed, and we might wish to embrace those aspects under some wider term. That is in fact what Cantwell Smith was trying to do in using the term ‘Transcendence’, and what earlier thinkers such as Schleiermacher and Max Müller had done by using terms such as ‘the Infinite’. They may think that their own faith is actually the most adequate conceptualisation of Transcendence. But anyone, from any tradition, is free to think that. It does not detract from the attempt to find a more general term that will express a genuine interest in, a taking account of, and a due respect for, beliefs that differ from our own, but have some important analogy with ours. Once we have put a term like ‘the Transcendent’ or ‘the Spiritual’ into currency, we can call ‘religions’ those sets of beliefs and practices that attempt to relate human thought, experience and practice to the alleged referent of that term.

This is in one sense a liberalising move. It moves from thinking that my local set of beliefs defines what ‘religion’ is, to seeing a whole set of analogous beliefs throughout the world as widening and extending an understanding of the object of religion. But this does not mean that the term ‘religion’ is a decayed post-Christian, Western or secularising concept. It need not attempt to pervert local cultures by forcing them to conform to Western imperialist models. On the contrary, it is a term which expresses the desire to see very diverse cultural views not as entirely alien (and therefore possibly as ‘sub-human’), but as alternative models of the same world we inhabit, which have the capacity to evoke insights which we may well lack. Herbert was not wrong in speaking of ‘religion’. If he was wrong, it was in his limited view of what religion was. It was precisely because he was unaware of many of the spiritual traditions of humanity that his ‘essentialist’ view failed to capture the flexibility and vitality of the phenomenon of religion.

It may be that anyone who seriously studies a number of religions with respect and sympathy will become less inclined to think that adherence to one religion should be compulsory, or that all its beliefs are quite obviously true. We might come to have a broader and more nuanced interpretation of what revelation is. But that is to say simply that increased knowledge does clearly change beliefs. It ought to produce intellectual virtues, and it is a good thing if it does. The study of religion should produce self-criticism as much as, or more than, criticism of others. There is no disguised liberal agenda, unless one thinks that you have to be a liberal to have sympathetic knowledge and understanding of the beliefs and practices of others. But that is surely not the case.

When people argue that religion cannot be defined at all, they often appeal to Wittgenstein’s analogy of ‘family resemblances’. People may be members of the same family, though they have no one thing in common, but may resemble each other in a number of different ways – some have the same big noses, some big ears, some blue eyes, but none of them looks just like the others. So we might call something a ‘religion’ if it has a sufficient number of resemblances to other things we call ‘religions’, even though we cannot get one definite feature that is found in every case.

This is not in fact a refusal to define religion, however. It is a definition in terms of a set of central features, which is extendable if further resemblances become important. What we want to know is why we should want to group these sets of resemblances together under some one term, ‘religion’. In the case of families, the crucial factor is genetic relationship, or upbringing within a particular social group. We want to speak of ‘families’ because we want to establish special duties of care, or formulate rules of inheritance and responsibility. Is there any such factor in the case of religion? Is there any reason for grouping things together as ‘religions’? And is there any reason for picking out specific sorts of resemblance as relevant to this?

One main reason is the desire to say that all, or most, humans have similar basic intellectual and emotive drives, and that one of these drives is the desire to relate to a transcendent reality, or a belief that they can do so. Within each tradition that does seek to relate to such a reality, there is an inner logic that motivates the believer to see at least some apprehensions of that reality in other apparently diverse traditions. That is just an expression of the belief that, if we are not wholly deluded, we must all be in touch with the same world, and must have some knowledge of the same sorts of things. It would be troubling if only a few people had any knowledge of God.

There are religious views that confine knowledge of God to small groups – usually oneself and one’s friends, strangely enough. But it is rather an odd sort of God who would not make the divine known in any way to any one else. So reflection on the object of our own belief has a tendency to lead to a wider, ‘natural’ knowledge of God, or at least of something vaguely like God, God incognito. Then a due sense of humility might lead us to seek a term that does not commit others too fully to our own beliefs. We get a term such as ‘Transcendent’ in the attempt, not to subject other beliefs to our own, but precisely in an attempt to see our own belief in the wider context of basic human forms of apprehension.

Non-theistic views, such as Buddhism, do a similar sort of thing if they say, as they often do, that theistic views are ‘lesser paths’ to enlightenment. I, as a Christian, have been told by a very senior Buddhist monk, ‘I do not think you should change your religion and become a Buddhist.’ I was very pleased to think how very tolerant he was. But then he said, ‘Christianity is just right for a person at your stage of spiritual development,’ and I paused for a moment’s thought. Was this really tolerance? However, he was just doing what we all do – thinking that his own view was clearly correct, but doing me the honour of thinking that I was not completely deluded, but was seeing the religious object – nirvana – in a rather naive personal guise, which would no doubt be corrected in a few thousand lifetimes.

With real atheists it is more difficult. They do think all believers in a spiritual reality are deluded. There is no spiritual or transcendent reality. However, they too have some interest in tracing the common mistakes and delusions that afflict human beings. A large part of the study of religions in the West has consisted in various attempts to explain how humans are subject to radical delusions, and it is useful to have the term ‘religion’ for all the delusions that we want to get rid of.

It turns out that the term ‘religion’ is useful both for people who have sets of distinctive beliefs, and who want to relate in a positive way to many millions of other human beings with beliefs that can be seen as similar, that can be plausibly seen as attempting to relate to the same basic object, and for those who want to get rid of a whole set of related beliefs as superstitious and harmful. One of the biggest cultural battles in the modern world is precisely as to whether these sets of beliefs about a transcendent reality are genuine or delusory.

It may be thought that speaking of religion in terms of ‘beliefs’ is too intellectual or rationalistic. Ninian Smart has suggested that there are seven main ‘dimensions’ of religion, seven general descriptive categories under which we can list religious activities.4 These are: myth or narrative, doctrine, ritual, ethics, social institutions, experience, and the material dimension (buildings, artworks and so on). If we are seeking to describe the phenomenon of religion, these, he suggests, are some categories we can use to get a reasonably adequate description. It might be misleading to focus too much on one dimension, such as doctrines or sets of beliefs. No doubt all religions have some doctrines, but for some the dimension of doctrine will be much less important than for others.

There is something, however, which unites these dimensions or categories. We are not interested in any kind of narrative, any kind of worldview, or any kind of experience. What seems to unite these dimensions is that they all relate directly or indirectly to some description of supernatural reality or realities, to some way of maintaining a relationship with it (or them), and to some way of eliciting typical types of experiences in the context of such a relationship. So it turns out that the element of belief is fundamental after all. However important experiences, stories or rituals might be, if they have no connection to belief in supernatural reality, then neither those who wish to defend the existence of a transcendent realm nor those who wish to deny it will have an interest in the topic. So by focusing on the term ‘religion’ we can focus on the great debate between those who think that there are spiritual beings, realities other than those in space-time, to which humans can relate in feeling, knowledge and action, and those who deny it. That debate is what I want to focus on. The study of religions is one of the best ways of focusing on it.

The fact is that throughout the world there are practices intended to relate humans to a transcendent or supernatural reality (or realities), and presumably there are some alleged apprehensions of it (or them) by at least some human beings. So it is possible to speak of a distinctive area of human belief, practice and experience, in which humans seek to relate to a supernatural order of being, in ways intended to attain human goods or avoid human harms. We can call such beliefs, practices and experiences ‘religious’, and they can become the objects of reflective and analytical study. The study of religions may no doubt be part of Cultural Studies – though it will also be concerned with questions of rationality and truth that Cultural Studies often sets aside. But it is primarily a study of those beliefs, practices and experiences in which humans consider themselves to have a potentially fulfilling relation to an objective transcendent reality. There is nothing particularly ‘Western’, elitist or essentialist about such a study. In fact, one main consequence might be to set Western beliefs in a wider global context, and so undermine imperialist dreams, Western or otherwise.

RELIGION AND THE SEARCH FOR MEANING

People who study religion do not have to believe in it. Indeed, for some years it has almost been a requirement for doing Religious Studies at college that you do not believe any of it. A good example is E.B. Tylor, appointed to the Readership in Anthropology at Oxford University in 1884, who was one of the first writers to consider religion on a global scale as a distinctive human phenomenon. He believed that only if you do not believe in a religious system can you see what it really is, because it is actually a fantasy. When he came to define ‘religion’, he gave what became a very influential ‘minimum definition’ of religion as ‘belief in spiritual beings’.5 This simple definition has been criticised in a number of ways. Perhaps it emphasises the dimension of belief or doctrine too much. Perhaps the expression ‘spiritual beings’ seems rather restrictive for the many sorts of supernatural reality that religions can embrace. But there is a set of stories, beliefs, practices and experiences which are primarily concerned with a reality or realities that are not physical or material (or at least aspects of which have no spatial location) and so can be called ‘spiritual’, which in some way are greater than physical realities, and which are relevant to human good or harm. It may be useful to call these ‘religious’, just to catch that element of reference to the supernatural. In a broad sense, religions will indeed centre on belief in spiritual beings, if belief is taken to involve ‘commitment to the existence of ’, and ‘spiritual beings’ is taken to cover a broad spectrum of spiritual possibilities.

What Tylor did not stress is that religions typically offer a set of social practices for coming to know and participate in the power of the supernatural, for disciplining the mind and conforming the will. They often originate in personal visions, shaped and re-shaped over many years by many minds and cultures. These visions, in diverse particular forms, are evoked in each new generation as types of personal experience that make the tradition a living source of spiritual power. Religion is not just a matter of individual intellectual belief. It also embodies social practices that encourage personal experiences of immense emotional power.

When Tylor says that ‘savage animism is almost devoid of that moral element’ which characterises higher religions,6 he implies that it is just a theoretical belief that souls or spirits exist, which has no essential relation to the moral practices of the society, and no relation to any belief in the moral government of the universe. The French founder of sociology, Emile Durkheim, surely rightly, corrected this by pointing out that ‘religious forces are ... moral forces’7 and that ‘the first article of any faith is belief in salvation by faith’.8 By this, Durkheim means, I think, that religious rites mediate a power to make life whole, and trust in that power is morally empowering and efficacious. Religious belief is not just a theoretical hypothesis that there are spiritual beings. It is a practical commitment to receiving creative spiritual power, or to deflecting destructive spiritual power.

The belief that the universe is morally governed, in the sense that it expresses one providential supreme will, is probably not characteristic of many indigenous faiths. But the belief that the universe has a moral order, that it is an interplay of both creative and destructive spiritual powers, which can bring moral good and harm to humans, but whose fundamental orientation is to the production of good, is virtually universal. Religion is primarily practical, and one of its most basic postulates is that the practical task of living well as a human being involves being rightly related to the spiritual power or powers that enfold and interact with human life.

If we are going to have a general definition of religion that covers a reasonably broad range of human practices and beliefs that might helpfully be grouped together, then that definition will necessarily be very general, and will invite the inveterate categoriser to invent many further subdivisions. Proposed definitions range from that of the sociologist M.E. Spiro – ‘a culturally patterned interaction with culturally postulated superhuman beings’9 – to that of Max Müller – ‘perception of the Infinite insofar as it is able to influence the moral character of man’.10

At one end of the spectrum, to speak of the postulation of superhuman beings seems to imply a rather negative view of religions, as inventing anthropomorphic superhuman heroes, perhaps to explain why the sun rises or the rain falls (that is very much what Tylor thought). At the other end, religion seems to disappear into the miasma of ‘the Infinite’, wherein all distinctions are merged into one all-enveloping Romantic conceptual fog.

Specific definitions of religion express the inclinations of their propagators. Nevertheless, both ‘superhuman beings’ and ‘the Infinite’ refer to a supernatural reality, a reality which is other and, in some sense to be further specified, greater than publicly observable material objects, and which exists objectively – that is, independently of human beings. In the course of human history, there have been many differing ways of conceiving such a supernatural reality. Religions can differ greatly from one another, but a central, if not absolutely universal, theme is the existence of a supernatural realm in relation to which some form of human fulfilment can be found.

Tylor himself was not interested in questions of the truth of religious beliefs – he rather assumed that they were all false. Tylor’s view was that beliefs about supernatural realities are more literal than metaphorical. He therefore assumed that the spiritual beings in question were believed to exist much as they were depicted. He thought in fact that primitive religious belief was a mistaken quasi-scientific belief that the causes of movements in the world were disembodied spirits. He called this view ‘animism’ – the causes of all things are little invisible people or minds or souls, pushing and pulling things around. This, he thought, is a natural but primitive belief, one that children also have. It arises in the childhood of the race, and attributes false ideas of causality to objects in the world. The gods are just the results of a mistaken idea of causality, essentially a primitive reaction to the world, which sees it as personal through and through.

We do not need to take such a literal interpretation of stories of the gods. The creation stories of many indigenous religions do speak of spiritual beings, and are proposed for belief by worshippers. But there is no reason why we should think of these beings as people in the sky. Perhaps the stories provide images that speak metaphorically of a fundamentally mysterious spiritual reality, which in itself transcends all images. Tylor apparently lacked the sort of feeling that could make this approach plausible, and his assumption was that primitive religion is more like science than like poetry. Such an approach will obviously determine your assessment of what religion is about, and what it is trying to do.

Clifford Geertz provides a more sympathetic appraisal of religious beliefs when he says (in a well-known definition that I here abbreviate) that ‘religion is a set of symbols which acts to establish ... moods and motivations in men by formulating conceptions of a general order of existence’.11 He draws attention to two aspects of religious symbols – they formulate a view of the world, and they evoke or sustain moods and motivations that are appropriate to that worldview.

To say that religious symbols always formulate a view of the world seems rather too systematic and theoretical a programme for many religious systems. Yet it seems true that such symbols do aim to refer to a spiritual order that underlies the perceived physical world. Geertz’s definition does not refer explicitly to a ‘supernatural’ reality. On this definition, an exposition of Darwin’s theory of evolution, inducing moods of pessimism and despair, could count as a religion. Darwinism can certainly look rather like a religion in some ways – it is defended with a confidence that goes far beyond available evidence, it is often accompanied by caricatures and stereotypes of competing views, and it offers a total, all-embracing view of the nature of reality. Yet there are no Darwinist churches, no rituals, no prayer or contemplation. Crucially, there is a denial of any supernatural, non-physical element in reality to which humans could consciously relate.

Geertz does actually see this element as crucial, though strangely it is not mentioned in his ‘definition’. He speaks of ‘an all-pervading vitality’, an ‘unconditioned end’, a ‘transcendent truth’. He points to the function of religion as enabling humans to cope with three basic problems, the breakdown of explanation, the existence of suffering, and lack of justice in the world. Religion, he says, affirms that reality is ultimately explicable, that suffering is endurable, and that there is a moral order in reality.

Clearly, not just any old worldview will do. It has to be a view that addresses these fundamental human problems. If it explains the inexplicable, makes suffering bearable and refers to a moral order that is not open to empirical investigation, it must posit an underlying spiritual reality. ‘The religious perspective’, Geertz says, ‘moves beyond the realities of everyday life to wider ones’,12 which are experienced in ritual activity, points at which we worship – commit ourselves to – something that is not ourselves. Darwin’s theory of natural selection just will not fill the bill. If taken as a total explanation, it eliminates the credibility of worship, and denies that there is any moral order in reality.

We have to begin by considering the sort of moods that religions try to evoke. Prominent among them are moods of reverence, awe, gratitude, repentance, persistence and hope. Even where religious lives are filled with terror of the gods, rites exist to lessen that terror, not to increase it. Perhaps, like many ancient Greeks, one simply has to learn to bear the yoke of the gods, and resignation is the dominant mood. Even so, there is hope that the gods may be propitiated, and we may share for a while in their more vital life.

These are moods that counter the anxieties to which human lives are prone, not just by a denial that there are reasons to be anxious, but by unveiling a deeper, hidden reality which sets anxiety in a wider context of meaning. It is precisely that wider context that is ‘supernatural’, beyond the quotidian (the everyday) and the publicly perceptible, and possessing an enduring value – of intelligibility, endurance and justice, perhaps – which, if we can only touch it, can transform our lives.

Religious ritual is a way to touch a hidden reality, which can make the problem of human meaning endurable. So religion provides a system of symbols which acts to establish powerful moods, by formulating conceptions of a hidden, ultimate, supernatural order of existence, to which its ritual practices give access. While Geertz’s definition does not quite say this, what he writes about it strongly implies it. Ritual, he says, transports us into another mode of existence, a different way of looking at and living in the world. It is not just a theoretical belief that spirits exist. It is (or is believed to be) a conscious way of relating to a supernatural realm, which enables us to overcome, or at least to endure, the deepest anxieties which mark the character of human existence.

None of this shows that there is such a realm, or that it is reasonable to have such anxieties, or that they can, or should be, overcome. It only claims that some people do have such anxieties, and all of us are capable of understanding what they are. Religion primarily functions to address them, by claiming to make known a level of reality at which their intensity dissolves, and can be transmuted into a more vital and positive form of living.

There does exist a very widespread set of beliefs and practices, varying enormously in their specific character, and in many diverse human societies, which is concerned to alleviate human anxiety by conscious relation to such a supernatural reality, conceived by means of symbols drawn from the culture and experience of each society. It is useful to have a general term for these beliefs and practices, so clearly distinct from those of art, ethics and science, so interesting in both their similarities and their diversities. The word ‘religion’ seems to be very suitable for that purpose.

Find out more . . .

It is important to read some general descriptive books on world religions. Good ones are:

Ninian Smart, The World’s Religions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).

Ian Markham (ed.), A World Religions Reader (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996).

Patrick Burke, The Major Religions (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996).

John Bowker (ed.), The Cambridge Illustrated History of Religions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002).

Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s The Meaning and End of Religion (New York: Macmillan, 1962) is a short, readable and pleasantly contentious book.

Peter Clarke and Peter Byrne, Religion Defined and Explained (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1993) is just what it says, except that it considers and criticises other people’s theories of religion rather than propounding one of its own.
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SICK MEN’S DREAMS?

Explanations of Religion as a Survival of the Savage Mind

When scholars began to study ancient religions, in eighteenth-century Europe and onwards, many of them viewed early human religions as superstitious, barbaric and absurd. It is probably true that they viewed the religion of their own culture (usually a form of Christianity) as irrational, and they wanted to explain it as a remnant of outmoded and irrational beliefs from earlier times and earlier religions. Needless to say, they had little contact with any such religions, and such contact as they had heard of lacked any attempt at sympathetic understanding. David Hume, in 1757, published The Natural History of Religion, in which he pretended to investigate the principles that originally gave rise to religious belief. It goes without saying that he had no way of knowing anything about such origins, though he had a good knowledge of ancient Roman writings, often of a sceptical nature, about their own forms of religion. Armed with these classical sources, his Natural History is actually a thinly disguised exposure of the lamentable superstitions of eighteenth-century Scotland (by which he meant the Church of Scotland).

Hume was an urbane and civilised man, and something of a saint, if there can be atheist saints. There is a story that when Dr Johnson visited him on his deathbed, to watch him repenting of his atheism, Hume annoyed him considerably by dying peacefully, if not exactly happily. Nevertheless, one of the strongest impressions that his account of religion gives is of his contempt for the common man. ‘The ignorant multitude’, he says, ‘must first entertain some grovelling and familiar notion of superior powers.’13 Intellectual theism does not come naturally to human beings. It is ‘the incessant hopes and fears which actuate the human mind’14 that arouse a grovelling belief in the existence of some unknown causes of human happiness and misery, which causes might be personified as beings that might somehow be flattered or cajoled into helping us. ‘The primary religion of mankind arises chiefly from an anxious fear of future events.’15 Its primary mood is fear and anxiety, and its cause is ignorance of the future and of the ultimate causes of things. The tendency to believe in invisible, intelligent powers is ‘at least a general attendant of human nature’,16 but that, while it explains, in no sense justifies its existence.
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