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INTRODUCTION



THE PHENOMENON OF RELIGION has pervaded the history of humanity from its earliest known beginnings to the present day. Few other aspects of human social activity have been so consistently and prominently present in every society in all parts of the world down the ages. Many of the earliest traces of human activity that archaeologists have unearthed relate to some form of religious activity. And in our time, just when many people were about to write it off as a fast-fading remnant of the past, about to be pushed into oblivion by the advances of science and technology, religion has staged something of a recovery. It is once more a prominent factor on the world stage.


The influence of religion has been very varied in world history. This has been both constructive and destructive. On the one hand some of the greatest civilizations of the world have been founded on the basis of a religious faith,1 the Islamic Abbasid Empire or the Buddhist empire of Ashoka in India for example; on the other hand, some of the most prolonged and bloody conflicts in human history have stemmed from religious differences, the Crusades in the Middle East or the conflict between Hindus and Muslims in Indian history, for example. One of the features that is most striking when surveying the world of religion is the profusion of its differing and conflicting forms. A practice allowed and encouraged in one religion is forbidden in another; something that is considered impure and defiling by one religious system is pure according to another; a concept held to be true by one group is regarded as delusory or even the very source of error by another group. The concept in the Western religions that each human being has an eternal essence (a soul), for example, is considered a misguided delusion in Buddhism.


We must, therefore, ask ourselves: what is this phenomenon called religion? What is the source of the powerful grip it has on human beings? How can a religion be a source of inspiration and progress in one age and the origin of conflict and destruction in another? How are we to account for its many different and conflicting forms? Can we find any common themes and patterns in the history of religion? Indeed, are we dealing with just one thing or with a number of different phenomena that have all mistakenly been lumped together under the title of religion?


In addition, we may address ourselves to the problems that face religion in the modern world. These include the challenge of secularization and the seeming decline in the relevance of religion to everyday life. Are we seeing a terminal decline in religion or is it merely the downswing in a cyclical pattern? What is the cause of this decline? Is the recent resurgence of religious revivalism and fundamentalism in many countries the first sign of an upturn in the fortunes of religion, or merely part of its death throes, as some have asserted?


Religion is a phenomenon that has proved difficult to define. The minimal definition of a religious phenomenon would refer to a relationship between human beings and a transcendent reality (see p. 27). This relationship is the central experience of religion and is described in greater detail in chapter 4. But if religion remained at just this level, there could be no study of it (outside the realm of psychology, in any case), for it would be a purely personal experience. The study of religion becomes possible when a further factor is introduced: when this central experience finds some form of expression. The minimal level of this expression is language – when a mystic describes his or her experience, for example. Other expressions of religion include doctrinal formulations, stories and myths, rituals, religious hierarchies and administrative structures, popular religious forms, art, music, architecture and so on.


To achieve a fuller understanding of religion, however, we must also examine one more factor: the relationship between the observer and what is being observed. This last is a difficult and elusive task, which is, however, necessary. While one may have doubts as to whether one needs to take into consideration the interaction between the observer and the observed in an experiment with plants or animals in biology, the area of religion is a very different matter. Religion makes far-reaching claims about the ultimate concerns of humanity. It challenges the individual to make a leap of faith, to enter the religion’s paradigm, and to see the world through this.2 It is doubtful whether any observer who makes a deep study of a religion can be completely unaffected by such claims and truly neutral in his or her judgements. Indeed, the more an observer protests his or her impartiality, the more one suspects that some partiality is present beneath the surface.


THE STUDY OF RELIGION


It has been customary to describe and explain religions with reference to a limited number of religious manifestations: the written or spoken scripture, the ritual, the sacred place or object, and so on. But to describe these, no matter how precisely or perceptively, does not provide us with a comprehensive view of religion. This book has been born out of the conviction that religion, being a multi-faceted phenomenon, needs to be surveyed from a large number of viewpoints if light is to be shed on it.


The different methods for examining religion can be divided into two main groups. First, religion can be examined within its own terms: theology and metaphysics. These methods accept the religious viewpoint and seek to build up a systematic understanding of aspects of religion from within this framework. The phenomenology of religion seeks to perform much the same task but from a more objective viewpoint. Alternatively, religion may be examined analytically: sociology helps to explain the different social manifestations of religion; psychology can help to explain why people act in the way that they do in a religious context; anthropology also has important insights to contribute. These methods seek to explain the complexities of religion in terms of less complex interpretative frameworks. Thus they may be termed reductive. I shall return to a discussion of these two approaches in chapter 3 (pp. 77–82).


Other fields may also assist our understanding of religion. Philosophy can help to identify and clarify some of the issues to be studied. The philologist can shed light on what the texts of a religion meant to those who originally produced them. Historians of religion can describe the manner in which the religion’s institutional form and even its self-perception has changed over the years. The problems arising in the field of the philosophy of science have many parallels with the questions facing the study of religion. There are also important contributions from such newly emerging fields as human ethology, cybernetics, semiotics and others.


Looking at religion from these various aspects does, of course, have its problems. Each discipline has its own set of theories, its own categories and frameworks, from which to view religion. This leads to a rather fragmented view; we are seeing religion from many different facets and this makes it difficult to gain an overall picture. The only alternative course would be to present religion from within a single theoretical framework. This would have the advantage that the result would be more coherent and cohesive. Several such possible overall theories are briefly described in chapter 3. Unfortunately, however, in the field of religious studies, we are still a long way from having a single theoretical perspective that illuminates all aspects of religion well. To have presented religion from just one theoretical viewpoint would, in my opinion, have given this book greater clarity at the expense of a much reduced level of understanding. Each of these theories tends to be particularly useful for considering one aspect of religion, but then has nothing to say (or nothing illuminating to say) about other aspects.


Those who have written about religion fall into several groups. The first division that can be recognized is between those who are broadly sympathetic to the subject of their study and those who are not. There have been many who have studied religion and religions whose writings betray a clear contempt for and lack of sympathy with their subject. Indeed, the whole area of the study of non-Christian religions in the West began as a basis for polemics and missionary education. I would categorize myself as being in the first group, those who are broadly sympathetic to religion. I would hope, however, that this does not prevent me from describing some of the less savoury activities that go on in the name of religion.


Another division to be found between writers on religion is between those who feel that there are broad similarities between the different religions (and who therefore seek for points of convergence between them) and those who regard the various religions as being so utterly different that any search for similarities is illusory. It will become clear to the reader of this book that I am among the first group. Indeed the very structure of this book, which looks at specific topics across religions (rather than the more traditional layout of textbooks on religion, which considers each religion separately), predisposes to the search for broad common patterns. There are, of course, many stark differences between the religions of the world and it is hoped that this book does not seek to hide them; but there are also many similarities and parallels and these are even more interesting because of what they begin to tell us about the nature of religion itself (although, of course, the differences help to define what religion is not).


While reading this book, the reader should maintain an awareness of the fact that he or she is receiving the information it imparts at several removes from the phenomena themselves. In the first place, religious phenomena are experienced by believers, who interpret and describe these in terms of the conceptual categories available to them. This material is then analysed and interpreted by specialist scholars who read the relevant languages. These scholars, who are often from the West or some culture alien to the particular religion, may impose their own conceptual categories on the information. Finally, the reader is receiving this material as processed through and therefore interpreted by the mind of yet another intermediary – the present writer.3 The reader cannot also, of course, escape the filtering effect of the preconceptions in her or his own mind.


THREE ASPECTS OF RELIGION


While many books on religion examine each of the major religions in turn, this book is structured around an examination of certain aspects of religion, looking at religious phenomena across the different religions. In this book, we shall explore in greater detail various aspects of the way in which religion is experienced (Part II), conceptualized (Part III) and the effects that it has on society (Part IV).


The Central Experience of Religion


Most religious people will report some religious experience that is at the core of their faith. The intensity of the experience may vary greatly from one individual to another. At one extreme there are the visions reported by saints of the appearance of heavenly figures or a deep trance state brought about by meditation. At the other extreme is the experience of comfort or joy that may come from singing a hymn or participating in a ritual. Most people will find it difficult to describe this experience, since it does not relate to the ordinary world of everyday experiences. They may use such words as ‘joy’, ‘bliss’ or ‘ecstasy’ in trying to describe it. The more creative person may resort to art or poetry to try to communicate this experience. Human beings have linked the strong feeling of certainty that comes from religious experience to the concept of salvation or liberation, and because of the importance that they attach to it, they have tried to systematize the pathways to this experience, calling them the pathways to salvation or liberation (see chapter 5).
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PEOPLE IN AN ATTITUDE OF PRAYER: An open-air service Brazil


Beyond the central experience described in general terms above, religion will take on different features according to the specific milieu in which it occurs. Each person experiencing the ‘sacred’ will then describe this experience to others in terms of the religious categories within their common culture. Those from a Western background will gain from the central experience of religion a consciousness of the ‘presence’ of a personal God. Those with an Eastern orientation will feel an intensification of their intuitive knowledge of Reality. These feelings form the basis of faith (see chapter 6). Religious experience is described and analysed in the chapters of Part II.



The Conceptual Aspect of Religion



When people try to communicate with others the religious experience that they have had, they must, of necessity, first create some mental concept of what has occurred and then try to convey this to others, usually in the form of words. This takes us on to the second central concern of religion, the formulation of a conceptual framework for talking about the central experience of religion. Theology and religious philosophy are attempts to formulate these feelings and to give them a propositional content, the beliefs and doctrines of a religion.


At the centre of this conceptual aspect of religion is the idea that there is some transcendent or immanent Ultimate Reality and that the most important activity for human beings is to establish and clarify their relationship with this reality. This Ultimate Reality itself is conceptualized in many different ways:


[image: image] In many primal or tribal religions there are considered to be many spiritual realities, spirits and gods, associated with particular holy places or with important aspects of social life such as the harvest or fertility. Usually such spirits and gods are transcendent to the world and are worshipped and appeased in communal or tribal ceremonies. However, certain individuals (shamans or witch doctors) are believed to be able, through special knowledge and magical means, to make the spirits or deities immanent within themselves. In this way, they become manifestations of the deity. However, many tribal religions also have the idea that behind the multiplicity of spirits and gods, there is a unity, an underlying Reality. This Reality may be identified with Nature itself, or with a power (mana), or with a supranatural entity (see pp. 46–7).


[image: image] The Western world developed towards the idea that there is only one deity. The God of Judaism, Christianity and Islam is conceptualized slightly differently in each of these religious traditions but it is nevertheless recognizably the same God.


[image: image] In the East, the evolution of religious thought came to the idea that what exists is an impersonal, noncontingent Reality (Brahman, Dharma, Nirvana, Shunyata, Tao).


[image: image]


A Melanesian sea-god


These different ways of thinking of God or Ultimate Reality are further analysed in chapter 8. From this comes various other questions such as the nature of humanity’s relationship with this physical world and with Ultimate Reality, questions about the nature of suffering and salvation or liberation. These are described briefly in chapter 2 and in greater detail in Part III.


The Social Effect of Religion


The third of the major aspects of religion is the drive to try to recreate the religious experience within institutional forms and to support it through institutional structures. But since the conceptualizations of the experience vary from one individual to another and from one society to another, the social mechanisms evolved also vary. Much of that to which we apply the word ‘religion’ is human beings trying to systematize in society the recreation of this central religious experience.


Once the concepts and social structures of a religion are established in a traditional society, they become part of the taken-for-granted reality of the individuals in that society. All the individuals in that society are socialized into that religious world. The religious world and the social world become indistinguishable. It may then be that the central experience of religion arises more from an experience of group solidarity and social cohesiveness than from an individual experience. Of course, once a religion has become established in society and an important element within it, some may take part in religious activities from other motives such as power, economic gain or social enhancement (see chapter 16).


Most important in assessing the role of religion in a society is the fact that once a religion has become established at the core of a society, it becomes the basis for the ethos of the society and its social and moral values. This is the important role that religion has played in almost every society. Indeed, much of what is distinctive about societies such as those of Thailand, Kuwait or Greece is due to the mark made upon them by the values predominant in the Theravada Buddhism, Sunni Islam and Greek Orthodox Christianity respectively (see chapter 13).


There is some debate among those who study religion, however, about the relative importance and priority of these three aspects of religion that I have identified. If there is any underlying and unifying core to the concept of religion, which of these aspects is prior to and generates the others? Is the religious experience the primary motivating force that then generates social expressions of religion? Is the social role of religion its most important aspect, which then generates religious experiences (see the discussion of Durkheim’s theories, pp. 53–5)? Do the conceptual aspects of religion, by creating certain expectations, determine the form and character of religious experience (see pp. 114–5)? (See also pp. 179–80.)


The interplay of these three aspects of religion forms a recurrent theme throughout the study of religion. The next three parts of this book are based upon these three aspects. Several of the chapters of the book, however, cover material that applies to more than one part. Chapter 5, for instance, on the pathways to salvation, also contains material relating to the social manifestations of religion that should more properly appear in Part IV; the second half of chapter 10, on the promise of a future saviour, contains much sociological material that would also be appropriate to Part IV, and chapter 14, on fundamentalism and liberalism, contains much material that relates to religious experience and so could be put in Part II.


THE RELIGIONS OF THE WORLD


The world contains a vast array of religions. Numerically the largest are Christianity, Islam, Hinduism and Buddhism. There are also a number of other well-established independent religions: Judaism, Zoroastrianism, Sikhism, Jainism and the Baha’i Faith. In addition, there are Chinese and Japanese religious systems, tribal or traditional religions and ancient or archaic religions, as well as many new religious movements. A map showing the distribution of world religions appears on p. 32. In the course of writing this book it soon became apparent that, to keep it to a reasonable size, examples for every statement could not be given from all the many religions of the world. Therefore a selection was made of six key religions. From the religions of the Abrahamic or monotheistic Western tradition, Judaism, Christianity and Islam were selected; from the Eastern, Indian line of religions, Hinduism and Buddhism; and as a representative of the new religious movements, the Baha’i Faith.4 These will be the main religions referred to in the rest of this book. Occasional references will be made to the other religions, where relevant, when examples are being given of any particular phenomenon. Of course, the Baha’i Faith does not have the same historical depth as the other religions chosen and so while its conceptual aspects will be referred to frequently in Part III, there will be less to say about its social development in Part IV.


This selection of six religions will, I hope, be the most useful for two reasons. First, it will give sufficient variety and scope to be representative of much of the religious world. Second, it is five of these religions that are the most active in the field of propaganda and conversion (the exception being Judaism). This may mean that it is these religions that will grow (or at least maintain their numbers) as the years pass and the other religions that will suffer a relative decline in numbers. Thus, in looking at this selection, we are examining the religions that will probably be of greatest importance in the future.5


Since there is no other point in this book at which each of these religions is described in any systematic way, a brief description of them is given at this point for those who may be unfamiliar with one or more of them. In the accounts below, I describe mainly the official or orthodox religion, ignoring the fact that there are, in each religion, popular expressions of religion that are often contradictory to the official religion (a theme explored in chapter 15).
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Hindu temples at Madurai, Tamil Nadu, India, named for Minakshi and Sundareshvara, local names for the Hindu god Shiva and his consort.


Hinduism


Hinduism is one of the oldest extant, textually based religions in the world. Its roots go back to a collection of scriptures called the Vedas, which are considered to have been divinely revealed to certain sages. These books, which are usually dated as being from about 1300 BCE, originated among the Aryan population of India. From these beginnings a complex and diverse religious tradition has evolved. Beyond originating in India and holding the Vedas to be sacred, there is little else that holds the wide diversity of groups that call themselves Hindu together. There is certainly no particular creed, doctrine or practice that is common to all Hindus. One strand in Hinduism is the ritualistic and legalistic religion which is officiated over by the Brahmins, the priestly caste. Another strand is the mystical and philosophical aspects of the Vedanta, based on the Upanishads and the philosophies of such writers as Shankara (788–820), Ramanuja (d. 1137), and Madhva (d. c.1276). There is also the bhakti religion based on love and devotion to deities such as Shiva and Vishnu, and the latter’s avatars (incarnations), Krishna and Rama. Pervading Hindu society is jati, the hereditary caste system. Most Hindus participate in worship both at home before a household altar and in the temple. For more detail on the political and religious history of Hinduism, see the timeline on p. 422.



Buddhism



The founder of Buddhism is variously called by his personal name, Siddhartha, or his family name, Gautama, or his clan name, Shakyamuni. His title, the Buddha (Enlightened One), refers to the fact that after a prolonged period of searching the Indian religious traditions, he achieved a state of enlightenment while sitting under a tree. During his lifetime (traditionally c.563–c.483 BCE, but more probably c.480–c.400 BCE), he wandered about north-east India with a band of disciple-monks. The Buddha avoided dogma and metaphysical speculation in his teaching and concentrated on the essentials for spiritual development. He thus set out the Middle Way, a pathway to enlightenment and Nirvana (extinction) avoiding the extremes of asceticism and self-indulgence. After the death of the Buddha, his religion spread throughout India and to neighbouring countries, although it had died out in most of India itself by the twelfth century. At present, one major branch of Buddhism is the Theravada Buddhists, who predominate in Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Laos and Cambodia. These hold to the books of the Pali Canon. The main pathway for spiritual development is for men to become monks and then study, meditate and practise the path taught by the Buddha. The other main division of Buddhism, the Mahayana (which emerged between about the first century BCE and the first century CE), is very diverse. Many of the Mahayana sects have their own scriptures, some attributed to Gautama Buddha and some to other figures, such as the heavenly buddhas. In place of the Theravada ideal figure of the arhat, who achieves Nirvana, is the figure of the bodhisattva, who puts off reaching Nirvana in order to help others on the spiritual path. One strand of the Mahayana is Tibetan Buddhism, Tantric Buddhism or Vajrayana. This is an esoteric tradition which emphasizes symbolism (e.g. mandalas – symbolic cosmological maps) and sacraments such as initiation ceremonies, the chanting of mantras, and certain ritual gestures. Another strand of the Mahayana is the Ch’an (Meditation) school of China, better known under its Japanese name of Zen. This school believes that enlightenment comes suddenly, by direct and immediate insight for which one can prepare oneself by cultivating a mind that has no grasping feelings or thoughts. Quite different from this are the Amida or Pure Land sects that also originated in China and spread to Japan. These sects believe that through devotion to and faith in Amitabha or Amida Buddha, one can be born into his Western Sukhavati Paradise after death. Other important sects include the Hua-Yen, which is prominent in Korea and believes in the complete and harmonious interpenetration of everything in the universe, and the T’ien-t’ai (Tendai in Japan) sect which is primarily intellectual, categorizing the Buddha’s message into five periods and eight teachings. The important Japanese sect of Nichiren emerged from the Tendai. Further detail on the history of Buddhism is given in the timeline on p. 11. The map on p. 10 shows the spread of Buddhism.
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JUDAISM: A Yemeni scribe at work restoring a Torah scroll (Sepher Torah). The Torah is written in a ritually prescribed manner, each word being said out loud before it is written, each letter separated from the next by a space, and without punctuation or accents. No mistakes are permissible.



Judaism



Judaism is the religion of the Jewish people and is another ancient, textually based religious tradition that is still extant. For Jews, the Torah is the revealed word of God. Of great importance also are the traditions, codifications and commentaries contained in the Talmud. Rabbinic Judaism is built upon the laws and rituals elaborated in the Talmud. Apart from legalism and ritualism, the other main strand in Judaism is mysticism. Jewish philosophy and mysticism flourished in the Middle Ages in Spain, Provence and the countries of the Islamic world, where the mystical tradition known as the Kabbala (or Cabbala) emerged. In central Europe, the mystical strand led to the Hasidic movement. The principal modern division, however, is between Orthodox Judaism, which holds to the traditional legalistic, ritualistic, rabbinic religion, and Reform Judaism, which seeks to modernize the religion. Conservative Judaism holds an intermediate position between these two. For more detail on Jewish history, see the timeline on p. 495.


Christianity


Jesus Christ was born to a Jewish family in about 4 BCE. He taught a religion of love and fellowship. As a result of his teaching and his life, Christianity arose and became the predominant religion of the Roman Empire after the Emperor Constantine’s conversion in 312 CE. Christianity has gone on to become the largest and most widespread religion in the world. There are numerous strands to Christianity. The Eastern Orthodox Church and the other oriental churches (Armenian, Ethiopian, and so on) are centred on liturgy, mysticism and monasticism. Constantinople (Byzantium, now Istanbul), the prime patriarchate of the Orthodox Church, was the most important centre of Christianity throughout the Middle Ages. The Church in Rome had increasing disagreements with the Byzantine patriarchate, which culminated in the mutual exchange of anathemas (denunciations and excommunications) in 1054 and the sack of Constantinople by Western Crusaders in 1204. The Roman Catholic Church is also centred on liturgy and monasticism, but it is much more centralized and hierarchical in its organization. With the rise of Islam in the Middle East and the eventual fall of Constantinople in 1453, Rome gradually became more important than Constantinople as the centre of Christendom. The various Protestant churches that broke away from the Roman Catholic Church in the sixteenth century rejected, in the main, the traditions and hierarchy of that Church and proclaimed a Bible-based religion of faith and personal piety. The history of Christianity is represented in a timeline on p. 13.
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EASTERN ORTHODOX CHURCH: Icon of the Virgin Mary holding the child Jesus, in Panayia tou Araka (Our Lady of Araka), a twelfth-century Byzantine monastery in the Troodos Mountains of Cyprus.



Islam



Islam is the religion that arose as a result of the teachings of Muhammad (c.570–632 CE). He opposed the idolatry of the Arab tribes and also some of the doctrinal developments in Christianity. He taught a simple direct relationship with God through devotional acts and a way of life, emphasizing piety and justice. Within a few decades of the death of Muhammad, Islam had spread through the Middle East and North Africa. The Shi‘a (Shi‘is, Shi‘ites) split away from the majority, who became known as Sunnis, over the question of the person and nature of the leadership of the community. The Shi‘a believed that Muhammad had intended ‘Ali to be the leader of Islam after him as the first of a series of hereditary Imams, and had intended a spiritual and political leadership. The Sunnis looked to a line of caliphs, who were mainly political leaders. The orthodox strand in Islam has always been legalistic and most Muslims would identify being a Muslim with following the Holy Law, the Shari‘a. This is based on the Qur’an, which Muslims believe is the word of God, and the Traditions (Hadiths), which record the sayings and actions of Muhammad. The other main strand in Islam is mysticism, Sufism. Individual mystics existed from the earliest days of Islam, but it was in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries CE that the great Sufi orders began to emerge. There has been a certain amount of tension between these two strands in Islam over the course of Islamic history. Classical Sunni political and social theory saw the Muslims as one community (umma) under the leadership of the caliph. The caliphate was, however, abolished in 1924 after the fall of the Turkish Ottoman Empire. Further details of the religious and political history of Islam is given in the timeline on p. 423 and in the map on p. 318.



The Baha’i Faith



During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, a large number of new religious movements have arisen. Among these, the Baha’i Faith is one of the most interesting because of the way in which it has cut its links to its parent religion, Islam, and is increasingly being seen as an independent religious tradition. By studying the Baha’i Faith, therefore, we are able to examine more closely a process that other religions such as Christianity and Buddhism have undergone in their early history. Baha’is date the origin of their religion to 1844 CE when a figure called the Bab (1819–50) began a religious movement in Iran. The followers of the Bab were severely persecuted and the movement was almost extinguished. From among the remnants of the Babi community in exile in Baghdad, Baha’u’llah (1817–92) came into prominence. He is the founder of the Baha’i Faith. In a series of private and public declarations in 1863–8, he put forward the claim to be not only the messianic figure foretold by the Bab but also the Promised One of all religions. His principal social teachings were of world peace and the unity of humankind. The whole corpus of Baha’u’llah’s writings, which include laws, doctrinal works, mysticism, and ethical and social teachings, are considered scripture by Baha’is. The religion was brought to the West under the leadership of Baha’u’llah’s son, ‘Abdu’l-Baha (1844–1921) and to the rest of the world under the leadership of Shoghi Effendi (1897–1957), the grandson and successor of ‘Abdu’l-Baha. The map on p. 500 shows the spread of the Baha’i Faith to 1950; the timeline on p. 329 highlights the major historical events.
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Baha’i World Centre buildings on Mount Carmel, Haifa. The building with pillars and a small dome in the top is the Seat of the Universal House of Justice, the highest authority in the Baha’i Faith; below it and to the right is a building with pillars, the International Archives building; the domed building in the foreground is the shrine of the Bab.



CONCEPT AND CATEGORY



In writing this book, I have at all times been conscious of two conflicting pressures: the desire to describe the phenomena in detail and the necessity for clarity and conciseness. Religion, being a multi-faceted and complex human phenomenon, is constantly in a state of change, adapting itself to new social realities. In trying to reduce this complexity to the pages of a readable book, it has been necessary to simplify and organize the material in order to produce conceptual clarity. In particular, the task of comparing different religious phenomena and constructing typologies can lead to the danger of oversimplification. Religious phenomena do not exist in a small number of ideal types, but rather in a large variety of types, many of which overlap and interpenetrate. There is thus the danger of forcing the facts about a particular phenomenon to fit preconceived ideal types.


Some will consider the reduction of religious phenomena to two main types in chapter 2, for example, to be too schematic or a gross oversimplification. They may well regard it as highly problematic, in that there is considerable overlapping and interpenetration and there is, in fact, no such thing as a pure example of either ideal type. It is my hope that the reader will understand that the reduction of this and much other material in the book to simple dichotomies is intended only to increase clarity. For the purposes of a survey such as this, it is useful to describe phenomena in terms of the two extremes of the range. The reader will, I hope, bear in mind that in life, as distinct from textbooks, phenomena do not usually occur as discrete typical contrasting opposites but rather along a spectrum from one extreme to the other.


One of the founding fathers of this area of study, Max Weber, wrote, in particular, about the fact that we must at all times be ready to discard our typologies rather than allow them to dictate to us our understanding of the facts, a point recently restated by Jan Nattier:




An ideal type (or typological category) is not the phenomenon itself, but is rather a conceptual yardstick against which a variety of phenomena can be measured. If we allow our typology to remain transparent – that is, if we allow the phenomena themselves to remain the primary focus, using the typology merely to act as a framework to illuminate their relative positions – then it can serve to amplify our vision of the people and ideas we wish to understand. If we do not, such categorization can actually detract from our understanding by leading to a premature pigeonholing of the subject matter.6





Without some degree of generalization and categorization, however, a book with the breadth of scope of this one could not be written. Readers will judge for themselves whether I have fallen into the trap described above by Nattier.


Some will also question my frequent statements about ‘Christianity’ or ‘Hinduism’ (or one of the other world religions). They will argue that each of these traditions is a vast network of smaller groups, some of which hold views that are directly contradictory to others. How then can general statements be made about ‘Christianity’ and ‘Hinduism’? It should be clear to the reader that in using such designations, I am referring to the mainstream orthodox tradition in each religion. No doubt, each time that I make such a statement about one of the major religions, a counter-example could be found by searching the whole range of that religious tradition.


Finally, it is necessary to direct a few words to those who may feel, as a result of reading this book, that I have ignored the most important aspect of religion. These may think that I have failed to deal with the core of religion, the experience of the holy, the life of the spirit, and that this book deals only with the peripheral aspects. These may say that I have devalued and secularized religion and am guilty of positivism and reductionism. To such an accusation, my reply would be that nothing of what I have written should be interpreted as casting any doubt on the validity or reality of the central experience of religion. Nor does it disprove any putative transcendent source for religion. To be a participant in a religious movement is to recognize that it points to Something or Someone beyond itself. But while the participant is looking towards this transcendent (or immanent) Reality, we, as observers of religion, look only at the movement: what it says about the transcendent Reality as well as more mundane matters such as its organization. If we were to try to say something directly about the transcendent Reality, we would no longer be observers but participants. We would have strayed from the study of religion into theology or mysticism.


The central experience of religion is a purely personal and private experience of individuals. As such, it is difficult to make it a subject for objective analysis;7 it can only be observed in the attempts that individuals make to interpret their religious experience (for instance, theology, mysticism or psychology: see chapters 4 and 7) and in the effects that it has on individuals and societies (see Part IV). Most religious persons would accept that, in whatever way they may ascribe perfection and infallibility to the source of their religion, the actual formulation and putting into effect of religion has been a human task over many centuries. As such, it is affected by all the usual factors that influence human behaviour and thus introduce the element of fallibility.8 Any statements that might be made regarding this purely human secondary activity can in no way cast doubt on the central religious experience or its source at the primary level. My concern in this book has therefore been not so much with the question of what religion is, in any existential or essential sense, but rather with what can be observed of religion as a phenomenon of the human world. Of course, such observations may raise more fundamental questions regarding the essence of religion, but that is a matter for the believer, the theologian and the philosopher. Thus we can, as students of religion, observe the effects that the experience of religion has upon the individual and upon the world, but we cannot analyse what it is that has been experienced.


There remains a need for one final word of caution. As will be discussed in chapter 1, we all have a tendency to view religion from the perspective of the culture in which we were born and raised. And each culture ‘sees’ religion in a somewhat different way, as playing a different role in its social life. Each religion has, as it were, its own map by which it reads the cosmos. I would hope that one of the results of reading this book will be to sensitize the reader to such differences. The result should be that he or she will be prepared to put down his or her own map and to examine the map of other religions and cultures. But the reader should, of course, not assume that just by reading this book or other books like it, he or she has comprehended a religion. ‘A map is not the territory.’9 All that a map can do is to give one a representation of what the territory is like. It enables one to find one’s way around, to know what sights to look for and what questions to ask. One cannot say that one knows what Papua New Guinea is like just because one has read guidebooks about it and looked at maps. So also one cannot say that, just because one has read about it, one comprehends what it is like to be a member of a religious community and to experience Ultimate Reality through that religion.



FURTHER READING



The following are introductory works on the main religions dealt with in this book: Hinduism: Flood, Introduction to Hinduism. Buddhism: Harvey, Introduction to Buddhism. Judaism: Cohn-Sherbok, Short Introduction to Judaism. Christianity: Gunton, Cambridge Companion to Christian Doctrine. Islam: Waines, Introduction to Islam. The Baha’i Faith: Momen, Short Introduction to the Baha’i Faith.
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UNDERSTANDING RELIGION
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THE CONCEPT OF RELIGION



RELIGION, AS A HUMAN PHENOMENON, is founded on the basis of what is described as being the experience of the ‘holy’ or the ‘sacred’. It can be seen to be very important to human beings in that the structure built upon its basis, the phenomenon of religion, has proved to be one of the most enduring and most important aspects of human life. Humankind has evolved a long way, socially and intellectually, over many thousands of years. Many social institutions and intellectual systems that were once central to human activity have now passed into obscurity. And yet religion, although it too has changed and evolved, still plays a central role in the world of humanity. As a result, some have gone as far as to consider this a key feature in describing human beings. They have even suggested that Homo sapiens be termed Homo religiosus1 This chapter examines the concept of religion and also some misconceptions about it. It looks at the question of the definition of religion and the characteristics of a religious person.


WHAT IS RELIGION?


The phenomenon of religion has had many varied expressions. One way in which this variation has manifested itself is in the central concern of different religions. Most people think that they know what they mean by the term ‘religion’. In fact, however, in-built cultural biases predispose us to view religion in particular ways. Therefore, if we are to be successful in trying to understand religion, we must also achieve some degree of understanding of ourselves. Most people in the West, for example, will have a Christian background. This does not, of course, mean that they will necessarily be Christians. But it does mean that they will have been brought up in a culture that has certain preconceptions of what a religion should be, and these preconceptions are based on Christianity. A hypothetical example may perhaps clarify the extent to which we must come to an understanding of our own preconceptions and prejudices.


Jane, a young English woman, meets Gita, an Indian of the same age. Jane does not think of herself as a religious person – she never goes to church, for example. And yet, along with many other people of her age, she has a certain curiosity about religion in general. She sees that Gita’s religion, Hinduism, clearly plays a very central role in her life. She therefore decides to find out more about this. One day, when she has some time to spare with Gita, she asks her: ‘What do Hindus believe?’ This may appear a very simple and innocuous question, and yet Gita may find it a very difficult question to answer. This is because the question itself has opened up a deep and fundamental divergence between the thinking of Jane and Gita about religion.


For Jane, with her background of a Western education based upon the premises of Protestant Christianity, religion is a system of beliefs. These are embodied in a creed to which a person may subscribe and thus become a member of that religion. Jane assumes that Gita, as a Hindu, subscribes to a set of Hindu beliefs, a Hindu creed. Jane wishes to know what these are – perhaps, she thinks, if she finds these beliefs acceptable, she will become a Hindu too.


In fact, however, Jane’s thinking is based upon a series of assumptions that are not shared by Gita. Jane’s thinking is based on a Christian view of what a religion is. Even though Christianity plays no prominent role in Jane’s life, it has nevertheless shaped her thinking through its formative influence on her culture. For present-day Christians, a religion is a set of beliefs. Christians are asked to subscribe to one of the various creeds that have been produced in the course of Church history. If a Christian is asked what it means to be a Christian, he or she will, most likely, start by talking about his or her beliefs. Those who wish to become Christian priests spend three or four years at a theological college. This is an educational institution at which the main subject is theology, the study of beliefs about God and other Christian doctrines. They will also study Church history and the Bible, but these are as subsidiaries to the main study of Christian theology.
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PUJA (WORSHIP): For Hindus, puja can be done at home or at the temple. It usually comprises the offering of flowers, candles, incense and a bhajan (hymn) or mantra (recitation) to a deity. Here the swinging of candles in front of the deity, arati (arti, aarti), is being performed in front of a home shrine in a kitchen in Britain.


Gita, however, does not think of religion in these terms at all. Even the idea that there is a Hindu religion is somewhat artificial, being a creation of foreigners who came to India.2 The people of India certainly never originally had an idea of belonging to a religion called Hinduism. What the West called Hinduism and identified as being ‘religious activity’ (prayers, sacrifices and so on) was, for most Indians, a natural part of their daily activities, no more to be set apart than any other aspect of life, such as eating or washing. These ‘religious activities’ were not linked in the minds of Indians to any particular creed or set of beliefs. Apart from a very limited group of philosophers, most Hindus do not think of their ‘religious activities’ in terms of any belief system. These customary and traditional activities are an integral and natural part of family life, handed down through the generations of the family. They may be completely different from those of a neighbouring family. When Indians decide to devote themselves to religion, they do not go to a Hindu theological college to study. Depending on the aspect of the religion upon which they are focusing, they may seek out a guru (spiritual guide) who will teach them how to meditate and will disclose to them the reality within their own selves; the other main focus of religious education in India consists of the learning of scriptures, rituals and ceremonies.


A similar case can be made out for other religions. If Jane had met Fatima, a Muslim, and asked her: ‘What do you believe?’, a similar situation would have resulted. Islam is not a religion in which much attention is paid to beliefs. Its beliefs can be simply stated in a few sentences and are not the subject of much debate among Muslims. Islam is a religion that is centred around a Holy Law that lays down in great detail how one’s life should be lived. All aspects of one’s personal and social life are covered. This is the focus of the religion; this is what occupies the attention of the believers; this is the centre of debate. If one wants to become a religious professional in Islam, one does not go to a theological college and study theology. One goes to a madrasa, a religious college, where the main subject of study is the Holy Law, its foundations and the ways of applying it to everyday situations. This is what occupies the attentions of the students of the madrasa for as much as ten or fifteen years. Islamic theology is an optional subject dealt with in a short course of lectures.
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CHINESE FESTIVAL: A dragon leads the festivities for the Chinese New Year. Picture taken in Taipei, Taiwan.


With Chinese religion, matters become even more confusing for those whose concepts of religion are formed by the Christian West. There are several different religious traditions in China, the main ones being Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism and Chinese folk religion. But if Jane were to ask Mei-Ling, a Chinese friend, about her religion, she would not find that Mei-Ling subscribes to any one of these traditions as someone from the West would. Mei-Ling uses elements of all four traditions in a mix that is probably unique to her family or village. Chinese religion revolves around public and family rituals and celebrations. Most of its practitioners have little concern for theology or the other aspects of religion that so concern those from the West.


Therefore, when Jane asks Gita, Fatima or Mei-Ling: ‘What do you believe?’, this presents the respondent with something of a dilemma. It is not that Gita, Fatima and Mei-Ling have no beliefs, it is more a case that these are not the centre of their religious lives, and so the question puts them at a disadvantage. They try to answer it, of course, but in doing so, they have not in fact imparted what their religion means to them. This fact was put to use by Christian missionaries in the last century. When challenged to present their beliefs, those of other religions did not appear to produce anything that was as well thought out and systematic as Christian theology, thus ‘proving’ the superiority of Christianity.


In the twentieth century, the other religions have, under the influence of Christians and the challenge of Christian missionaries, sought to systematize their beliefs so that they can present themselves on a par with Christianity. This does not, however, alter the fact that this presentation is a departure from the traditional self-understanding of these other religions. Such presentations are not a natural product of these religions themselves but rather something imposed from the West in modern times. It is partly a response to and partly a defence against what has been termed ‘Western cultural imperialism’. It represents an intellectualization that may well be sufficient for those who want to write tidy textbooks but must remain unsatisfactory to those who want to understand religion. Just to illustrate the complexities of the study of religion, however, it must be admitted that some aspects of these adaptations to the West are now part of the development of these religions and have become, so-to-speak, ‘naturalized’; other aspects are, on the other hand, deeply resented and from time to time there is a movement from within the religion to expel them.3


A further example of the manner in which our preconceptions may predetermine and colour our views of religion can be drawn from the same hypothetical situation outlined above. Jane thinks to herself that if she likes what she hears of Hinduism she may become a Hindu herself. This may again appear to be a straightforward and unremarkable statement. After all, one of the major religious features of the present century is the manner in which all the major religious traditions have begun to compete with each other for converts. Even a religion such as Hinduism, which in former times was non-missionary (and many Hindus believed that you could not be a Hindu unless you were born into the system), is now actively competing in the world’s religious marketplace. But this phenomenon represents yet another way in which the West has imposed its own ideas upon the rest of the world, and perhaps created a permanent change in the religious world.


The idea that religion is a matter of individual choice is one that has its origins in Islam but came to the fore in Protestant Christianity in the last few centuries. It is a comparatively new phenomenon even in the West. Six hundred years ago, the idea that individuals could change their religion independently of the society around them was as foreign to Europe as it now is to much of the rest of the world. For most of the rest of the world today, religion is not just a matter of personal choice. It is something that is decided by society as a whole. An individual is born into a religious community and stays in that community. The concept of a choice open to him or her does not even exist. Communities do occasionally change their religion; otherwise religions such as Islam and Buddhism could not have spread into new areas. This usually occurs, however, as a result of whole communities changing their religion, often at the instigation of a king or other ruling figure. Individual conversion has been a rarity in the past, except in a few other situations (the last centuries of the Roman Empire, for example). It is the individualism bred by Protestant Christianity that assumes that the individual is free to choose a religion to follow.


We must also be careful in our use of the word ‘religion’ for this is itself a culturally bound concept. Wilfred Cantwell Smith, one of the pioneers of the task of understanding religion, has pointed out that the very concept of ‘a religion’ is a result of a process of reification (the conversion of an abstract concept into a falsely concrete ‘thing’) carried out by the West.4 Before this reification occurred, people were not conscious of belonging to a particular religion, nor that any part of their lives was the religious part.


The process of reification has gone, to a large extent, hand in hand with the secularization of society in the West. This has produced a state of affairs in which religion is viewed as a compartment in people’s lives. The life of an individual may be likened to a room. As one surveys the room of one’s life, one sees that part of the room is devoted to one’s work; part to one’s family; part to one’s friends; part to one’s hobby; and, in the West, one sees that a part is devoted to religion. But in most other cultures, and even in the West before reification and secularization, religion is more like the glasses with which the individual looks at the room of his or her life. It affects every aspect of everything in such a way that it is very difficult to separate the effects of religion from the part of the room that is being surveyed. For a person from the West, it is not easy to conceptualize how things were before the compartmentalizing effect of reification set in.


On the social level, we should also recognize that the tendency of the West to conceptualize religion as an aspect of humanity’s social life, separate from government and culture, is again something that is alien to much of what would be called religion in other parts of the world. Most of the people of the world see their religion, culture and usually their political order as being one undivided whole. In one society, religion may provide the justification for the social order (for example the caste system in India); in another it may provide the legitimation of the political structure (for example the caliphate in Islam until the beginning of the twentieth century); and in most societies, culture and religion are almost indistinguishable.


The writings of Wilfred Cantwell Smith have alerted us to one further issue that complicates any attempt to understand religion. This is the fact that what may superficially appear to be equivalent phenomena in different religions may not, in fact, play equivalent roles functionally or spiritually. For example, Christ is the Word of God incarnate for Christians. For Muslims, the equivalent is not Muhammad but rather the Qur’an, which is the Word of God brought to earth (that is, incarnated). It is the person of Christ and the book, the Qur’an, that are functionally and spiritually equivalent in the two religious traditions. They are each the locus for the appearance of the heavenly pre-existent Absolute5 in an earthly form.6 Calligraphy of the Qur’an, the most important of the Islamic arts, is the rendering of the image of the Word of God. It is therefore equivalent to the iconography of Eastern Christianity, which is also the rendering of the image of ‘the Word made flesh’.7
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THE WORD OF GOD: a) This icon of Christ is called Christ Pantocrator (meaning ‘Universal Sovereign’), from the Chora, or Kariye, Museum, previously St Saviour’s Church. This building, originally located outside the walls of Istanbul, is rich in fourteenth-century mosaics and frescoes. b) With the Islamic prohibition on drawing images of humans and animals (as a safeguard against idolatry), the art of calligraphy, and of the illumination or embellishment of calligraphy, was greatly developed. This was taken to its highest form in the calligraphy of the Qur’an, the Word of God. This page shows the whole of the Sura of W’al-Layl (By the Night, Sura 92) and the conclusion of the previous sura as well as the title of the next. The calligraphy by Yaqut al-Musta’simi, Baghdad, 1282, is in the Rayhani style of calligraphy and the sura titles in Thuluth.


DEFINITIONS OF RELIGION


Religion is thus a phenomenon that is difficult to define. Most of us would agree that we recognize it when we come across it but it is present in so many different forms that it is hard to pin down a definition. In this, religion is no different to many other human activities, for example art. Given that there are great variations among the different religious systems, can we find a core that is common to all of them? One approach would be to say that religion consists of three interdependent aspects (each of which forms the subject of the following three parts of this book):


[image: image] The first, at the individual level, is religious experience. It is what was described at the beginning of this chapter, as being the experience of the ‘holy’ or the ‘sacred’. It is the personal, experiential aspect of religion.


[image: image] The second, at the conceptual level, is the universal idea that there is some Ultimate Reality, and that the most important activity for human beings is to establish and clarify their relationship with this Reality. This is the conceptual and doctrinal aspect of religion.


[image: image] The third, at the social level, is the fact that all religions are to a greater or lesser extent involved in creating social cohesion and the integration of the individual into society. All of them have created some form of social and institutional order. From this, the ethical and social aspect of religion is derived.


The various approaches to the definition of religion can be regarded as being associated with these three aspects of religion.



Substantive or Metaphysical Definitions



These are definitions of religion that attempt to use the concepts and words that religion itself uses about itself. They are attempts to describe religion in terms of the religious experience. Unfortunately, with the very wide range of metaphysical assumptions in religions, it is difficult to find a set of words upon which followers of all religions would agree, without lapsing into very vague and loose language. The best such definitions usually end up with words such as:




Religion is that human activity that acknowledges the existence of another reality transcendent to or immanent within this physical world and that seeks to describe and put human beings into a correct relationship with that reality, in ways that may involve correct knowledge, beliefs and values, correct personal and social activity, correct ethics, correct law, or participation in correct social institutions.





Or, more simply:




Religion is humanity’s response to what it experiences as holy.






Symbolist Definitions



A symbolist definition of religion focuses on the role of religion in creating a symbolic universe which human beings perceive and respond to as reality. Such definitions look at religion in terms of its conceptual aspects. A typical definition would be:




A religion is a system of symbols that creates a universal order that is so cohesive, coherent and compelling that it becomes ‘reality’ for the social group that adopts that religion.






Functional Definitions



Functional definitions concentrate on what religion does, rather than what it is. They conceptualize religion in terms of its social role and its response to human needs. Typical of such definitions would be:




Religion is that which provides humanity with a worldview which unifies society, which provides a moral code, and within which human beings can orient their lives.





The problem with these functional definitions is that they raise the question of whether some ideologies, such as Marxism, which fulfil the criteria of the definition should therefore be regarded as religions, even though they are not usually thought of as religions.


Suffice it to say that the concept of religion used in this book is the more limited one that relates it to a concept of the supernatural or supra-human (or perhaps even supra-scientific), rather than the wider functional definition that would include such secular ideologies as Marxism and nationalism.8 For a discussion of the way in which these latter ‘pseudo-religious’ ideologies have replaced religion in the modern world, see chapter 19 (pp. 480–1).


Religion also needs to be distinguished from magic. Probably the best distinction is to think of magic as providing immediate specific rewards (wealth, health, injury to enemies and so on) while religion deals with more general, ultimate questions (Who am I? Why am I here? How should I relate to others? What is going to happen when I die?). In so far as it does offer rewards, these are long term and more general, such as a happy life or heaven.9 In practice, the two commonly coalesce and interpenetrate. (See chapter 15.)


THE RELIGIOUS PERSON OR SOCIETY


An alternative way of trying to find a common core to religion is to examine what difference religion makes in the life of an individual or a society. Those who are not religious often think of a religious person as being bigoted and inflexible. Many religious people would say that this is the very opposite of a truly religious person. The individual is by nature self-centred; everything is centred around advancing his or her own wealth, power, self-esteem and ease. Religious people would say that one major effect of the central experience of religion, and the faith that arises from it, is to cause people to become less self-centred; to free the individual from the tyranny of self; to cause him or her to be more selfless, more Other-centred or God-centred. Although few will attain it, the religious ideal is the individual who is freed from the need for the praise and approval of others (and can therefore think and judge matters independently), deems possessions and power to be ephemeral and valueless (and is therefore not swayed by base motives), and is more concerned with the common good than with self-advancement (see Table 1.1).


Table 1.1 Worldly Values Versus Religious Values


Throughout history, most religions have maintained that they hold to certain values which distinguish the religious person from the non-religious person. The non-religious person may be said to be self-centred, in that all of his or her concerns are centred upon the self. The religious person may, on the other hand, be said to be selfless, in that his or her concern is turned away from the self (indeed, the self may be considered to be delusory, as in Buddhism).








	WORLDLY VALUES


	RELIGIOUS VALUES







	Hold self-preservation as of supreme importance: loss of life is the ultimate loss.


	Hold that self-preservation is of secondary importance to spiritual advancement: you may need to lose your life in order to find it.







	Desire power over others; the individual may need to use others for his or her own ends.


	Are concerned for the common good; relationships with others are determined by what will benefit them, especially spiritually.







	Revel in self-glory.


	Have true humility.







	Are concerned about other people’s opinions of them; crave admiration and popularity.


	Try to be increasingly free of the necessity for the approval or praise of others.







	Are rigid and self-opinionated.


	Are flexible in thinking.










As with the individual, those who want to denigrate religion find no difficulty in listing societies in which religion has been a cause of hatred, conflict and destruction. A religious person would counter this by saying that a truly religious society is the foundation of a civilization in which there is religious tolerance, where new ideas can emerge and develop, and where there is an efflorescence of the arts and sciences. Examples of such societies include the Abbasid Empire centred on Baghdad, the Fatimids in Egypt, and Muslim Spain, for Islam; the Byzantine Empire in the early Christian centuries; the Buddhist empire built by Ashoka in India and the Hindu Gupta empire in India.



FURTHER READING



On the subject of what the word ‘religion’ means in various cultures and has meant over history, see W.C. Smith, The Meaning and End of Religion. For a further consideration of the three aspects of religion described, see Otto, The Idea of the Holy; Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane; Durkheim, Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, especially chapter 1; Wach, Comparative Study of Religions, chapter 2.
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LION CAPITAL OF EMPEROR ASHOKA: This lion image was on the top of a column at Sarnath (Isipatana), built by the Emperor Ashoka at the place that the Buddha traditionally first preached. This image now appears on the Indian flag.
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RELIGION EAST AND WEST – A GENERAL SURVEY



THE BASIS FOR RELIGION IS the human conviction that there is a transcendent or absolute Reality that either lies beyond or underlies this physical world. As stated in the previous chapter, one definition of the phenomenon of religion is that it consists of the attempt by human beings both to describe this Ultimate Reality and to enter into a proper relationship with it. In this chapter, this process will be briefly surveyed, comparing the Western religions with those of the East. A fuller consideration of many of the topics in this chapter will be found in later chapters of this book. This chapter also briefly surveys Chinese and Japanese religion, as well as primal religions.


There is of course a very wide divergence of views within the fields of philosophy, metaphysics and theology. Even within a particular religion, there are greatly differing views, some of them even contradictory. To bring some order out of this kaleidoscope of views and theories, it is necessary to look for some common patterns. With regard to the major world religions that this book focuses on, it is useful to consider them as divided into two main groups. Initially, it will be helpful to call these the Western and Eastern groups of religions (although, as will become evident, these are not good names for these two groups). In this book I use the term ‘Western religion’ to refer to the mainstream orthodoxies of the Judaeo–Christian–Muslim group of religions. ‘Eastern religion’ refers to Buddhism, Taoism and Hinduism, especially of the Advaita Vedanta school. This division is useful in that these two groups of religions hold very differing and even contradictory views on the nature of the Ultimate Reality and of humanity’s relationship to it.


THE NATURE OF ULTIMATE REALITY


One of the chief differences between Eastern and Western religions is their differing conceptualizations of Ultimate Reality. Both types of religion conceive of a reality that is greater than this physical universe but they differ radically in their descriptions of it. This initial difference then goes on to cause dissimilarities in their accounts of the relationship of the individual to this highest reality. From these distinctions come other differences over such questions as evil, suffering, salvation, liberation and even matters such as time and space.
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GOD AS CREATOR: This is the famous roof of the Sistine Chapel in the Vatican painted by Michelangelo between 1508 and 1512. This picture represents God creating Adam, from the biblical story of Genesis.


In the Western religions the transcendent reality is given the name of God and is thought of as a personal, omnipotent, omniscient Being. God as the Creator is usually conceived of as being wholly other than His creation. He is described in many ways, some of which are contrasting: wrathful and avenging, yet kind and beneficent.1 God has a will and a purpose for human beings, which they must accept or face unpleasant consequences. But God is also benevolent and loving towards humanity, and in return He is the object of the worship and adoration of humanity. The world or the cosmos becomes, then, the arena for the interaction between God and humanity. Regarding the difference with the Eastern religions, the most important point is that in the Western religions those characteristics mentioned above, such as anger and kindness, all make God appear to have a personality, to act as a person. An impersonal entity would not have such characteristics.


In contrast, the Eastern religions, Buddhism, Taoism and Hinduism of the Advaita school, have no concept of God as a person; rather their concept is of Ultimate Reality as a process, a truth, or a state of being. This is usually stated as a concept of an Absolute Reality. The phrase ‘Absolute Reality’ implies that there is a single Reality in the cosmos; everything else that may appear real has only a relative or contingent reality or is illusory or non-existent. The Absolute is therefore both transcendent and immanent. It cannot be described in terms of the concepts of this phenomenal world. It is devoid of all empirical determinations. It is not an all-knowing Creator, for example.


The Absolute Reality is called Brahman in Hinduism. In Taoism, it is named the Tao. In Buddhism, the name of the Ultimate Reality varies depending on the context. In Mahayana Buddhism, the simple name Paramartha can be given to the Ultimate Reality; but the concept that all things are empty of substance or essence has led to the concept of Shunyata, the Void, as the underlying reality of the world. As such it is the Absolute Reality since nothing escapes it or is beyond it, even Nirvana, the ultimate goal for humans. The human inability to describe this reality is indicated by other names such as Tathata, Suchness or Thatness. The identity of the Buddha with this universal Ultimate Reality is indicated in the word Dharmakaya, the Dharma body of the Buddha.


In Theravada Buddhism, the Ultimate Reality is Nirvana or Dharma (Nibbana or Dhamma in the Pali texts of Theravada Buddhism). The former is described as ‘unbecome, unborn, unoriginated, uncreated, unformed.’2 Nirvana is both the Ultimate Reality and also describes the human being’s state when identified with that Reality. Hinduism also uses the term Nirvana but more commonly the expression sat-chit-ananda (existence-consciousness-bliss) is used to describe the experiential aspect of the awareness of this state of identity. (See further details on the nature of the Ultimate Reality in chapter 8.)


The contrast between the concepts of Reality/God in the religions of East and West gives us another name by which we can describe these two systems. We can call the view held by many Eastern religions that there is only one fundamental reality in the world, ‘monism’. And by contrast, we can call the Western view that God and humanity form two distinct and separate realities, ‘dualism’3. Alternative names for the two systems would be ‘absolutism’ and ‘theism’ respectively. In the rest of this chapter, I shall use the designation ‘theism’ to refer to the Western religions and, to refer to the Eastern religions, I shall use the term ‘monism’ or sometimes ‘non-theism’ (to acknowledge the fact that some Buddhists maintain that their concept of Ultimate Reality is not that of an Absolute Reality, hence leading to monism4).


CONCEPTS OF SUFFERING AND EVIL


In the theistic religions, suffering is the result of sin. Sin is the breaking of the Holy Law, disobedience to God. God has clearly laid down His laws and injunctions in His Holy Book (whether this be the Bible or the Qur’an). Whoever acts in a contrary manner to these has sinned. Evil is thus the result of the rebellious will of human beings.


In the Eastern non-theistic religions, suffering is viewed quite differently. It is due to human ignorance (avidya) or delusion. The pressing immediacy of the physical world creates the illusion (maya) of its reality and importance. And so human beings become attached to the things of this world. This attachment to and desire for the things of this world are the source of suffering. (For further consideration of this subject, see chapter 9.)


THE PATH TO SALVATION


Salvation is the release from sin and suffering. Of course, since the theistic and non-theistic systems disagree on the cause of sin and suffering, they also disagree on the path towards salvation.


In the theistic systems, the source of sin is failure to obey the Will or Law of God as laid down in the Holy Book. Therefore, the path towards salvation must involve turning towards God and following the laws and ethics laid down in the Holy Book. The original sin was humankind’s rebellious will, and so salvation is the bending of human will to the Will of God. The various groups within the theistic systems differ over what is the main element in the process of salvation. Some emphasize a person’s own efforts to reform so as to live according to the Law. Others lay stress on the individual’s faith and the grace of God. Most theistic systems combine elements of both faith in the grace of God and the individual’s own works.5


In the non-theistic systems, the source of suffering and evil is human ignorance and the failure to perceive the real state of affairs. Therefore, the path to salvation involves the acquisition of knowledge or wisdom. This knowledge is not only the knowledge that one obtains from reading books, but intuitive and experiential knowledge arising from meditation, breathing exercises, contemplation and discipline of body and mind. It involves the realization that the immediacy and seeming reality of the physical world are illusions; the true reality is the monist truth that ‘Thou art That’ (in the Hindu Upanishads) or the Mahayana Buddhist concept that ‘Samsara is Nirvana’.6 The wisdom achieved by seeing through the illusion (maya) is called jñana in Hinduism and prajña in Buddhism.7


THE GOAL OF SALVATION


Both the theistic and non-theistic religions describe a heaven or paradise that is attainable after death. Here there is no sin or suffering. There is also a hell that is a place of suffering (see p. 234). But these states are treated in a markedly different manner in the two religious systems. In the Western religions, they are the final goal, the place where the individual remains for eternity. The state of being saved, the state of grace, is also achievable in this life although only exceptional people such as saints are in practice thought to achieve it.


In the Eastern religions, heaven and hell are temporary stopping points before there occurs a return to this world through reincarnation or rebirth. The ultimate objective is a less clearly defined goal. In Hinduism, the final goal is liberation (moksha or mukti). This state may be achieved in life, in which case it is called jivanmukti. Such a person is described as having achieved a state of existence-consciousness-bliss (sat-chit-ananda). For Buddhists, the final goal is the state of Nirvana (which means ‘blown out’). This state is characterized by the extinction of all craving and desires, a complete detachment from the world. It is not, however, a state that can be described in any objective manner. All description of this state is void. (For a further consideration of salvation, see chapter 9.)



RITUAL AND RELIGIOUS PRACTICES



The differences between the theistic and non-theistic systems extend even to the matter of the most important ritual elements. For theists, the most important ritual elements are those that lay stress on the separation between human beings and God, the otherness of God, His remoteness and complete transcendence relative to human beings. These rituals include prayer to the Deity, sacraments that appease or turn attention to the Deity, and such activities as the singing of hymns that glorify and give praise to the Deity. In all, the effect is to emphasize the separateness of God from human beings. Even where the ritual involves a drawing closer to God (as in Holy Communion), it is still the drawing together of two unequal and separate realities.
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CHINESE LANDSCAPE PAINTING: Taoism has been one of the major influences on Chinese art. Taoism teaches that human beings should seek to achieve harmony with the Tao (the Way). Chinese landscape painting seeks to reflect not the outer form of the scene but the inner harmony that unites landscape, human beings and the Tao in one.


In non-theistic religions, the emphasis is on ritual elements that produce an altered state of consciousness, such as a trance. These can be produced by actions such as the repetitive chanting of mantras or by deep meditation. The altered states of consciousness that result from such practices tend to make the individual feel that he or she is merged with the Absolute; thus they reinforce the monistic truth.8 (For further discussion of altered states of consciousness and the implications of this for religion, see chapter 7.)


TIME AND CREATION


Even such concepts as time have different connotations in the theistic and non-theistic systems. In theistic systems, time is ‘historical’. All events are placed in an orderly continuous flow of time. There is a creation event, which is the beginning of the world, and a final event, the end of the world. In between, time flows in a linear manner, interrupted on occasions by the irruption of the sacred world into this world, as occurs with the advent of a prophet. The non-theistic systems consider time as being cyclical. The world has no beginning, but rather has always existed in a series of great cosmic cycles of prosperity and disaster. (For a further consideration of this subject, see chapter 8.)


THEISM AND MONISM


The theistic view is, as we have seen, that God is wholly other than His creation. There is, nevertheless, in most theistic systems some concept of the immanence of God within creation. In Christianity, this concept is enshrined both in the idea of the incarnation of God in a human form and the idea that the Holy Spirit is active in the world. But these ideas should not be confused with the monistic concept of the non-theistic religions. Despite being present and active in the world, God is nevertheless a separate and distinct reality that has chosen to descend into the physical world. In Christianity, God conceals His separateness from the human world by appearing and acting in the physical world. In the Eastern monistic religions, the physical world also has a concealing role, but this time it is giving the illusion of separateness that conceals the identity of the human being and Absolute Reality. In brief, the contrast may be said to be that in Christianity the physical world conceals the otherness of God from the human being; while in the Eastern monistic religions the physical world conceals the identity of the human being with Absolute Reality.


Table 2.1 Differences Between Eastern and Western Religious Thought








	WESTERN/THEISTIC


	EASTERN/MONISTIC







	A Creator God who acts as a person.


	A concept of the Ultimate Reality as undifferentiated and impersonal.







	A human being is fundamentally different to and separate from God.


	Either the human reality is identical to the Absolute Reality: Atman is Brahman (monism); or else, as in Buddhism, no statement can be made about the person who has achieved Nirvana.







	Evil and suffering are due to sinning against the Law of God.


	Evil and suffering are due to human ignorance and self-delusion.







	The path to salvation depends either on good works and adherence to the Holy Law or is simply a matter of faith and the grace of God.


	The path to salvation is through the acquisition of knowledge or wisdom, that is the ability to see things as they really are.







	The purpose of salvation is to escape from the threat of hell to reach the goal of heaven or paradise.


	The purpose of salvation is to escape from the suffering of this world and to achieve the state of blissfulness, Nirvana or moksha.







	Most important ritual elements revolve around worship and sacraments.


	Most important ritual elements revolve around meditation and achievement of altered states of consciousness.







	Progressive ‘historical’ time with a beginning and an end.


	Cyclical time with no beginning or end.











THE UNIVERSALITY OF MODES OF RELIGIOUS THOUGHT



The points of difference between theism and non-theism are summarized in Table 2.1 (p. 37). I began this chapter by calling the theistic systems ‘Western religion’ and the non-theistic systems ‘Eastern religion’. In fact, however, both types of religion occur in both East and West. The mainstream orthodoxies of Islam, Christianity and Judaism are clearly theistic in nature. They emphasize prayer to and worship of God. The holy life is considered to revolve around obedience to the Holy Law and expectation of the grace of God. Nevertheless, we find monism in the mystical elements of each of these religions. In Judaism, there are such works as the Sefer Yesira (third–sixth century CE) and the Zohar (Spain, thirteenth century CE)9. Taking many of their ideas from Neoplatonism, the authors of these two books write of the soul as an emanation from God that seeks to reunite itself with its source. In Christianity, particularly in the Middle Ages, such figures as Meister Eckhart (1260–1327), Henry Suso (c. 1295–1365), John of Ruysbroeck (1293–1381) and St John of the Cross (1542–91)10 write of the perfect union of the soul with God as being the ultimate goal of the mystical path.


In Islam, many Sufi mystics are monistic in their conceptualization of the mystic path. In particular, there are those Sufis who follow the school of Ibn al-‘Arabi (1164–1240). The concept of wahdat al-wujud (oneness of being) evolved by this school is clearly a monistic approach.11 Similar concepts can be found among the Sufi poets. Jalal al-Din Rumi speaks of the illusion of otherness and of individuality arising from the interplay of the two aspects from which the Real may be viewed.
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THE SOUL’S UNION WITH GOD



	
THE ZOHAR


For all things are in him and he is in all things: he is both manifest and concealed. Manifest in order to uphold the whole, and concealed for he is found nowhere. (Quoted in Parrinder, Mysticism in the World’s Religions, p. 117)








	
MEISTER ECKHART


If I am to know God directly, I must become completely He and He I: so that this He and this I become and are one I. (Quoted in Underhill, Mysticism, p. 420)








	
JOHN OF RUYSBROECK


But he who is united with God, and is enlightened in this truth, he is able to understand the truth by itself. For to comprehend and to understand God above all similitudes, such as He is in Himself, is to be God with God, without intermediary, and without any otherness that can become a hindrance or an intermediary. (The Adornment of Spiritual Marriage, III: 1, quoted in Happold, Mysticism, p. 259)








	
JALAL AL-DIN RUMI


Thou didst contrive this ‘I’ and ‘we’ in order that Thou mightst play the game of worship with Thyself. (The Math-navi of Jalalu’d din Rumi, trans. Nicholson, vol. 2, p. 98)
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MONISM IN WESTERN RELIGIONS: This picture shows the tomb of Jalal al-Din Rumi, Konya, Turkey. Rumi was the greatest of the Islamic mystical poets who frequently alluded to the monist concept in his poetry. He is often referred to as Maulana (in Turkish, Mevlana) meaning ‘our lord’. The use of calligraphy as ornamentation in islam is particularly notable here.


And so, although mainstream religion in the West has been theistic, these Western religions have each evolved within themselves a stream of monistic thought. The three strands of mysticism in the West (from Islam, Christianity and Judaism) undoubtedly influenced each other to a large extent, particularly in places like Spain where they coexisted in the Middle Ages. It is very unlikely, however, that these monistic thinkers were influenced primarily by the Eastern religions. Most of the mystical writers that I have referred to above lived and wrote in the Middle Ages or earlier and, certainly, these Jewish and Christian mystics had little or no contact with the Eastern religions. However, if we want to trace a source of monistic inspiration for these mystical movements in the West, then it would seem that Hellenic thought, and in particular Neoplatonism, was a much greater influence.12 Thus, these monistic patterns of thought appear to have been genuinely native expressions of religiosity rather than foreign imports. There have also been monistic philosophers in the West such as Parmenides and Spinoza.


Similarly, in the East there gradually evolved both theistic and monistic elements in the religion of India. The Upanishads are clearly monistic in character. The ultimate degree of wisdom that human beings can attain is the realization that the soul of the individual (Atman) is one with Ultimate Reality (Brahman). This wisdom is summed up in the statement: ‘Thou art That’ (tat twam asi)13. Based on such ideas, Shankara (c. eighth century CE) evolved his philosophical system called the Advaita (non-dualism). Taoism is also monistic in that the Tao is the all-pervading reality. Ultimate Reality for the Buddhist can be conceived in various ways according to different schools of thought in Buddhism (Dharma, Dharmakaya, Paramartha, Nirvana, Shunyata), but these are all non-theistic conceptions.


The religion of India has, on the other hand, also given rise to theistic modes of thought. The bhakti sects that worship various gods, in particular Shiva and Vishnu, are clearly theistic in their conceptualization. The followers of these sects pray to and worship these deities as well as offering gifts and sacrifices to appease and propitiate them. Hindu thought thus acknowledges both the monistic path, jñana yoga (the path of knowledge), and the theistic path, bhakti yoga (the path of worship and adoration). Sikhism is also theistic in that it is based on worship of God as the Sat Guru (True Preceptor). In India itself, the theism of the bhakti sects predominates numerically, but further east in Asia, it is the non-theism of Buddhism and Taoism that is the predominant religious expression. Yet even within the non-theistic world of Buddhism, we find elements of theism. Some of the Mahayana sects lean towards theism, with the concept of the Buddha as a source of grace who may be worshipped and prayed to as a saviour. This occurs, for example, in the Amida sects of Japanese Buddhism, although the Amida (Amitabha) Buddha is not a Creator God after the characteristic Western pattern. In Theravada Buddhism, the orthodox religion of the monks is non-theistic. But even here, much of the popular religion is theistic in its praying to and worshipping of Buddha and other deities (see chapter 11).
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THEISM IN EASTERN RELIGIONS: a) Bhakti, the love of God in Hinduism, is expressed in various acts of devotion to particular deities. This picture is of a shrine set up in a home in Britain for the purpose of devotion to Rama. b) While the official religion in Theravada Buddhism is non-theistic, many of the practices resemble those of theism with the Buddha being effectively substituted for God. This picture is of monks sitting in worship before an image of the Buddha in the Wat Benchamabopitr (Marble Temple), Bangkok. The image of the Buddha is in the pose of Bhumisparsha mudra, calling the earth to witness.


In summary then, theistic and monistic elements occur in both East and West. Although theism may predominate in the West and monism in the East, neither is exclusive in any area. It would appear that individual people in all parts of the world tend towards either theism or monism. The great religions of the world have been able to accommodate this by incorporating within themselves both elements in one way or another. Taking this further, we have the basis for a definition differentiating a religion from a sect. A religion must have the capability of satisfying the religious needs of a wide variety of types of mind, while a sect only appeals to a narrow range of religious outlooks. This idea is developed further in chapter 5 (pp. 138–9).


MUTUAL ATTITUDES OF THEISM AND MONISM


Another way of understanding and characterizing the theistic and monistic religions is to study the attitude of each towards manifestations of the other. Theists have always tended to look upon monism with profound disfavour. In the West, where theism predominates and has been the state-supported orthodoxy, theistic religious leaders have interpreted monism as the individual claiming to be God (this is in relation to the monistic concept that all reality is one and thus the human being and God have one reality). They have therefore considered monism to be blasphemy and heresy. They have persecuted and even killed those with monistic leanings. Meister Eckhart was condemned by the Pope for heresy, and other mystics such as Madame Guyon, Miguel de Molinos and Fenelon suffered at the hands of the Inquisition, some even meeting death. Similarly, Islam has persecuted Sufis down the ages. One of the early monistic martyrs in Islam was al-Hallaj (d. 922) whose famous dictum: ‘I am the Truth/God (ana’l-Haqq)’ is reputed to have been the cause of his execution;14 while as recently as the nineteenth century, one of the leading religious figures in iran prided himself on his title of Sufi-kush (Sufi-killer).15


The monistic religions, on the other hand, have a much more subtle attitude towards theists. For the most part they do not condemn theism as error. Rather they look upon theism as a ‘lower’ form of the truth, a stage through which the seeker after truth must pass before reaching the ‘higher’ monistic truth. Indeed, many non-theistic systems look upon theism as a system that is suitable for assuring morality among the masses, while only the monistic mode of religion leads to liberation.


RELATIVISM


Apart from theism and monism, there is one further position that could be considered to stand between them. This approach can be called relativism. Briefly, it takes the position that the Ultimate Reality is unknowable, beyond human ability to conceptualize it. Knowledge (whether of the physical or metaphysical world) is always knowledge from a particular perspective and is therefore relative to that viewpoint. No statements of an absolute truth can be made. All concepts are merely perspectives on the truth, each being correct from its own viewpoint. This represents a cognitive relativism.
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Detail from the external ornamentation of the Baha’i House of Worship in Wilmette, near Chicago, USA (completed 1953), showing the incorporation into the design of the symbols of various religions. Among those that can be seen are a swastika (Hinduism), a Star of David (Judaism), a cross (Christianity), a star and crescent (Islam). This is a visual representation of the Baha’i teaching of the underlying unity of religion.


This mode of thinking arose in the Madhyamika school that was founded by Nagarjuna in India in about the second century CE. Although it is not now a major sect of Buddhism, it is of great importance because much of Mahayana Buddhism has its philosophical basis in the teachings of this school. This mode of thought also occurs in the Baha’i Faith as one way of explaining the unity underlying the diversity of religion in the world (for a lengthier exposition of both Madhyamika and Baha’i thought, see pp. 195–9).


Just as we have seen that elements of both theistic and non-theistic thought occur universally, so too can elements of relativistic thought be found among some writers in other religions. Apart from the thought of Nagarjuna in Buddhism described above, the concept of the ‘God created in the faiths’ of Ibn al-‘Arabi, the Muslim mystic, has an implication of relativism in it. Ibn al-‘Arabi proposed that each person has a certain aptitude and capacity for ‘seeing’ God and that God therefore appears to him or her in accordance with that capacity. On a wider scale, he saw the historical religions as the limited and particular ways of worshipping the Absolute.16 There are also similarities between Baha’i relativism and the position put forward by the Christian scholar, John Hick. He asserts that the differences in the descriptions of the Absolute/God in the various religions are due to differing cultural influences and different modes of cognition (see also pp. 72–3).17


The relativistic perspective, of course, accepts both monism and theism. It also contains within it an explanation for the fact that, as described above, every world religion has both theistic and monistic expression. Relativism holds that the expressions of theism and monism are due to the varying types of mind perceiving reality in different ways. Therefore, clearly, if a religion is to have universal appeal and thus become a world religion, it must satisfy these varying types of mind by including both theistic and monistic elements.


With regard to the concepts discussed in the previous sections of this chapter, the relativistic Baha’i position accepts, as may be expected, aspects of both the theistic and non-theistic views of suffering, evil, and salvation. The salvation or liberation brought by the founders of the world religions is seen, from the Baha’i viewpoint, as having a twofold effect. It both liberates human beings from a state of ignorance at the personal level and leads humanity to a social salvation (peace and unity). The latter facilitates the striving of human beings for the former and vice versa.18 Salvation or liberation is regarded more as a process than a defined state in which one either is or is not. The condition that occurs after death is not capable of being described. It can only be partially appreciated by the use of analogies, such as that of the world of the embryo in relation to our world (an analogy of our state of preparing ourselves for, but being ignorant of, what occurs after death: see p. 237).


In contrast to theistic and monistic religions, the Baha’i Faith has very few fixed rituals. This allows a great deal of flexibility to adopt religious practices that are in accordance with the preferences of the individual believer. Both prayer and meditation are daily personal obligations.


As regards concepts of time and space, the relativistic viewpoint is that both are matters which ‘vary by reason of the divergences in men’s thoughts and opinions.’19 In the Baha’i view, cycles of progress and decline affect all aspects of human activity and religion is no exception. Overall, though, there is a general progress and development of human social life. When, therefore, a religion has gone into decline and its teachings no longer suit the present stage in human social development, a new religion arises. The Baha’i concept thus presents elements of both linear progression and cyclicality; one may therefore describe it as a spiral.


CHINESE AND JAPANESE RELIGION


Some special words must be said about Chinese and Japanese religion as these religious systems present some aspects that are not found elsewhere and require separate attention. In particular, we must note the syncretic nature of both systems. They have the ability to bring together elements from widely differing religious traditions and to synthesize these into an amalgam. This amalgam is itself not a single entity but differs in various parts of each country and even among different families living in the same region.


In China, there is a foundation of folk religion, which consists of several elements: various deities and legendary heroes who are venerated or worshipped, veneration and worship of ancestors, fortune-telling, magic and sorcery. Life-cycle rites (marking birth, puberty, marriage and death) as well as calendrical festivals play an important part in Chinese life. On this foundation, several ‘higher’, more philosophical elements are placed.


Taoism is said to have been founded by Lao-Tzu, a figure about whom very little is certain historically. He may have lived in about the third century BCE. Taoism states that the individual should live according to the underlying order of the universe (the Tao). Taoist teachings direct the individual to find his or her essential nature and comply with its impulses. In this way the individual is at one with the Tao and acquires a mystical power (te). In interaction with the folk religion, Taoism developed as a way of trying to achieve immortality or paranormal powers through alchemy, magical incantations or exercises. Taoism also incorporated a number of other systems of thought, such as the Yin-Yang, Five-Element school.


Confucius (c. 551–479 BCE) taught a practical, ethical system. He claimed no religious source for his teaching, but merely said that he was restoring an ancient moral system that had fallen into decay. His teachings were centred on the virtues of kindness, faithfulness, uprightness, decorum, wisdom and altruism. Reverence for one’s parents and duty and obedience to the state formed a major part of his teaching. Confucius also had much to say about the virtues of a good ruler and the way that society should be ordered.
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CHINESE RELIGION: A family praying and offering gifts to their ancestors at a home shrine, Taiwan


Buddhism came gradually to China from about the first century CE onwards, although it was not until at least the fifth century that reliable translations and scholarly study were being carried out in China. Buddhism complemented existing Chinese thought by adding a religious dimension related to the explanation of suffering and the path to liberation. Buddhist thought also added to Chinese metaphysics. This, together with the inevitable interaction with folk religion and Taoism, eventually led to a number of Chinese Buddhist developments. These include several schools which crossed to Japan and became prominent there also, including the Ch’an school, which in Japan became Zen and emphasized sudden enlightenment, and the Ching-t’u or Pure Land schools that venerate Amitabha (or Amida) Buddha.
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Boys participating in a ceremony to honour Confucius at a Chinese Temple in Taiwan


Chinese religion consists of an amalgam of these different strands. Some may emphasize the philosophical elements, some the religious and some the magical. The same person may follow Confucian principles at home, celebrate Taoist festivals, and be buried according to Buddhist rites. An individual may discuss Buddhist philosophy but interact with others according to Confucian norms.


[image: image]


A SHINTO SHRINE: This is a typical entrance to a Japanese Shinto shrine. The pattern has become the symbol of Shinto.


Japanese religion is similarly an amalgam of Japanese traditional religion (Shinto) and Buddhism, together with important additions from Christianity and Confucianism. Shinto is a highly complex phenomenon. It operates as a national religion for Japan, with the Emperor as the chief Shinto priest, as a community religion centred on Shinto shrines, and as a family or clan religion for Japanese families. To this picture, Confucian thought about individual and social morality was added from about the fifth century CE and the various Buddhist schools were introduced into Japan in stages, beginning in 538 or 552. Christianity arrived in 1549, although it was intensely persecuted during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. A typical family may use Shinto rituals to celebrate a birth and Buddhist rituals for a death. Many Japanese couples marry in a Christian church but do not consider themselves Christians.


With regard to the difference between monism and theism, Chinese and Japanese religion exhibit both types. Philosophical Taoism and many Buddhist sects are non-theistic in nature and most have some concept of an impersonal Absolute Reality, the Tao or Dharma. Much of Chinese and Japanese folk religion and such Buddhist sects as the Pure Land schools are, however, religions of love and worship, and are thus more akin to theistic religion. In Chinese temples, statues of various heavenly deities are worshipped and, similarly, kami (divinities or spirits) are worshipped in Japanese shrines. In Pure Land Buddhism, Amitabha (Amida) Buddha is raised to the status of a god and venerated.


One useful way of dividing Chinese and Japanese religion is to use the Japanese distinction between jiriki (self-power) and tariki (other power). Jiriki refers to those religions that encourage self-reliance. The individual must save himself or herself. The saying of the Buddha, ‘Work out your own salvation’ is much emphasized in these groups. Those who wish for salvation must, in the Buddhist tradition, leave their home life, become monks and practise the path of meditation and self-discipline in order to reach their goal. Tariki refers to the reliance on the grace of a power that is outside oneself in order to achieve salvation. The dependence on the grace of God among Japanese Christians or the dependence on the grace of Amitabha Buddha in the Pure Land sects of Buddhism are examples of this.


PRIMAL RELIGIONS


Finally, in surveying the religions of the world, it is necessary to look briefly at the central concepts in primal religions. The wealth of variety of religious manifestations among primal peoples makes anything more than a few generalizations about this subject difficult, however.


In their conceptions of the supernatural, the primal religions can also be thought of as falling, in a more limited way, into the division of theism and monism described above. Primal religions can be considered to have two concepts of the supernatural that are like two poles of a continuum.


At one pole, which is analogous to the theistic religions described earlier, there are the personal concepts of supernatural power. These involve the concepts of deities such as are found in African religions, for example. These have the same characteristics as human beings (they can be pleased or angry; they can will some event to occur, etc.). There is also often a concept of a supreme deity (see also pp. 269–70). The characteristic religious activity here is that of propitiation of the gods by gifts and sacrifices.


At the other pole, which is analogous to the monistic religions, are the impersonal concepts of supernatural power. Examples of this include the concept of mana in Polynesian and Micronesian religion, kami in Japan, and similar concepts among Native Americans. These involve the belief in the existence of power that can be obtained, or a state that can be achieved, by a human being, which then enables that human being to have power over others or over nature. This type of power can be amassed and controlled by humans. It may even be bought and sold, lost, stolen or given to others. This impersonal concept of supernatural power often exists in religious systems that also have concepts of supernatural beings. The difference, however, lies in the fact that the power is not an inherent attribute of the supernatural beings. Their superiority to humans comes through their more abundant possession of, or their superior knowledge of how to use, this impersonal power. The characteristic religious activity in these religions is acquisition of the knowledge of how to obtain and use this power. In some societies, where the power is considered dangerous for ordinary human beings and can only be withstood by kings or priests, there is also an extensive system of taboos. Interestingly, this type of religious phenomenon, analogous to the monistic religions, remained unrecognized by Western anthropologists and observers for a long time, because of their theistic preconceptions of what a religion should be.20


Almost every conceivable object has at one time been considered sacred or invested with supernatural qualities by some group in the world, but the tendency is to select objects that are unusual in appearance. Holy words or symbols drawn on a piece of paper and worn around the neck or arm as an amulet, certain words said or chanted repeatedly as part of a ritual, or a particular form of art, song, or dance are also often considered sacred. Closely associated with the sense of some objects being sacred or supernatural is the sense that such objects are taboo. Events that are mysterious and transforming are also often associated with taboos: examples include death, childbirth, and menstruation.


Religious practices in primal religions include magic, divination, prayer and various rituals for propitiating deities or spirits and expiating evil deeds. Propitiation is practised particularly where there is a wish to control natural phenomena such as the rain or wind. Practices such as offering the deities the first products of a seasonal crop, a hunt, or the first-born of domesticated animals are common. Historically, human sacrifice was the ultimate propitiation and was a widespread phenomenon. Rites of passage and rites of purification form a large part of the religious repertoire of many tribal and traditional peoples.
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SACRED OBJECTS: Representation of ancestral effigies used in ancestor worship. a) From the Bukundu tribe in Africa. b) From Irian Jaya. The wooden head is scooped out and the skull of the ancestor is dug up and inserted in this cavity – a graphic representation of the idea of a spirit dwelling within the effigy.


In primal religions, the religious specialist is most commonly of the type known variously as witch doctor, shaman or medicine man. These individuals are often picked out in childhood because of some unusual trait that they possess. They tend to be practitioners of magic and healers, and they often achieve altered states of consciousness in the performance of their religious functions. Many have visions and fall into trance states. The other type of religious specialist may be called a priest. These officiate over the rituals of a society or tribe. They tend to be the custodians of tribal lore and cosmology. Such individuals are usually given extensive training to fulfil their role.
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RELIGIOUS SPECIALISTS: Representation of a tribal witch doctor (shaman or medicine man) from the Lower Congo performing a ritual. A poisonous drink (kaske or kassa, made from the bark of a tree) is given to the man accused of witchcraft. If he vomits it, he is innocent.


Following the colonization of large parts of the world by the European powers mainly in the nineteenth century, religious movements began to arise among native peoples as expressions of their frustration and demoralization. A classic example of this type of movement is the phenomenon of cargo cults in Melanesia. Numerous such movements have arisen from about the middle of the nineteenth century onwards. They all share the common feature of a leader proclaiming the miraculous imminent arrival by air or sea of ‘cargo’, a shipment of the goods possessed by white people, which will be freely available to the followers of the movement. They usually also have a strong anti-colonial, xenophobic element to their teaching. (On the continuing influence of primal religions, see pp. 399–403, 506–8).
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EXAMPLES OF PRACTICES IN PRIMAL RELIGIONS



	
DIVINATION AMONG THE CHIPPEWA OF THE MID-WEST OF THE UNITED STATES


A medicine man may be called on, day or night, to discover the cause and the cure of some internal disease. The sick man is placed on a mat outside the small wigwam in which the medicine man is exercising his powers. All during the ceremony someone on the outside beats the drum. It is absolutely necessary that the wigwam sway back and forth, for, without it, the procedure is ineffective. As soon as the tipi [wigwam] shakes – which indicates that the spirits are in the wigwam – the medicine man asks the persons on the outside who are interested in the sick man what they wish to know. The spirits on the inside answer. One can hear them talking but only the man in the wigwam usually understands the language, for only occasionally do the spirits speak Chippewa. The voices sound like those of a large crowd. It’s these spirits that make the wigwam sway . . . Long ago the swaying was so violent that the wigwam touched the ground from side to side. If many spirits come into the wigwam, the medicine man comes out tired and weak. In the early days the medicine man performed ceremonies similar to the ones above to discover whether it was safe to break camp. (Lac Courte Orielle interpreter, quoted in Hilger, Chippewa Child Life, pp. 77–8)








	
INITIATION RITUAL AMONG THE HOPI OF THE SOUTH-WEST UNITED STATES


The two Ho Katchinas take a position on the east and west side of a large sand mosaic, the Hahai-i at its southeast corner, the latter holding a supply of whips. The children tremble and some begin to cry and to scream. The Ho Katchinas keep up their grunting, howling, rattling, trampling and brandishing of their yucca whips. All at once someone places a candidate on the sand mosaic . . . and one of the Katchinas whips the little victim quite severely . . . When one child has been flogged another one is at once brought forward . . . Some of the children go through the process with set teeth and without flinching, others squirm, try to jump away and scream . . .


In the course of the ceremony the children are admonished to tell no one what they have seen and heard under threat of punishment . . . The children do not as yet know that the kachinas are men. This revelation is reserved for the last night of the Bean Dance, when the initiates see the kachina dancers perform without their masks. The initiation is then complete.


The initiation changes the status of the boy in several respects. His newly gained knowledge about the kachinas, together with the fact that he has passed through the ordeal which children dread, act to make him feel much less like a child and more like a man. Prior to initiaiton, he cannot enter the kivas [ceremonial buildings] as men do . . . After initiation, he can even work and sleep in the kiva. The girl’s status seems to be changed less than is the boy’s. At no time, even as a woman, do the privileges of the kiva belong to her. (Dennis, The Hopi Child, pp. 72–4; the first paragraph is quoted from H. R. voth)








	
THE USE OF MAGIC TO CONTROL THE DANGERS OF NATURE AMONG THE LANGO OF CENTRAL AFRICA


The Lango of Central Africa always consult the omens before going on a journey. Should these predict danger from a lion, he moulds three clay figures. One represents a man lying dead and to this he gives the name of a personal enemy; the second represents his enemy’s wife with her head shaved for mourning; the third is a lion which is in the act of devouring the man. He can now go on his journey happy in the thought that he has averted danger from himself. (Lewis, Anthropology Made Easy, p. 160)











THE MODERN WORLD


The modern world has produced much cross-fertilization of ideas and even of practices. Migrations from the Muslim countries, India, and East Asia to Europe and North America have resulted in the emergence there of large communities of people of religions other than Christianity. At the same time, Christianity has spread to every corner of the world through a well-organized and well-financed missionary effort. Primal religions, in particular, have come under increasing pressure as a result of this missionary activity, with many of their number being converted. Dialogue and inter-faith groups increase the extent to which cross-fertilization occurs.


Other, more subtle, cross-fertilizations have also occurred. Buddhism in South and South-East Asia was revived by Europeans who took an interest in that religion from the late nineteenth century onwards. The coming of the religions of the East, with their techniques of meditation, to Europe and North America has both sparked a revival of interest in the Christian mystical tradition and given strength to the fundamentalist backlash. Religions that migrate take on new forms in their new destinations. Christianity, although it went to India as a missionary religion, has there taken on many of the features of Hinduism. Buddhism in Europe has become detached from many of the traditional cultural practices of its homeland and is now very much more of an intellectual, philosophical movement.


Typical of the ethos of modernity, however, is the large number of syncretistic cults and new religious movements that have arisen. Cults in Japan, for example, will frequently combine elements of Buddhism, Shinto, Christianity, Confucianism and even Hinduism.



FURTHER READING



This chapter takes further the approach advocated by Zaehner in The Concise Encyclopaedia of Living Faiths, pp. xiv–xvii. For the differences between Western and Eastern religion, see also W. L. King, Introduction to Religion, pp. 187–218 and Copleston, On the History of Philosophy, pp. 66–79. Most of the concepts touched on briefly in this chapter are dealt with in more detail in the rest of the book, and suggested further reading for these topics can be found at the end of the relevant chapters. On Chinese religion, see Thompson, Chinese Religion. On Japanese religion, see Kitagawa, On Understanding Japanese Religion. On primal religion, see Norbeck, Religion in Primitive Society.
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THEORIES OF RELIGION



ALMOST EVERY GREAT PHILOSOPHER AND SOCIAL SCIENTIST has had something to say about religion – about its origins, its social function or its structures. It is clearly impossible therefore to describe all of these theories. In this chapter, I shall concentrate on a small number of those whose writings focus on religion and whose ideas are influential today in the formation of ideas about religion. I shall not have space to deal with those who treat religion as a side issue to their main line of argument, as Marx does for example. Some of what follow are theories about religion itself while others are theoretical approaches to the study of religion. However, a theoretical approach to the study of religion will usually presuppose or imply a theory of the nature of religion. Therefore, the two are not clearly distinct and will be dealt with together in this chapter. Various typologies of religious groups that have been suggested are also examined in this chapter. Finally, we shall look at one aspect of the debate regarding the proper approach to religious studies.


As mentioned in the Introduction, it is useful to view religion from a multi-disciplinary approach. The different theories of religion that we shall be exploring in this chapter arise from these different disciplines. They therefore reflect, to an extent, the problem of the current fragmented approach to the study of religion. Not all of these theories are, however, rivals: some are looking at different aspects of religion from others, while some are looking at different types of religion from others. Thus, for example, anthropological theories of religion tend to relate to local tribal religions. They are often concerned with explaining phenomena such as totemism, since these are the types of manifestations of religion with which an anthropologist comes into contact. Such theories may or may not have any relevance to the major world religions. Similarly, there is no inherent reason why a sociological and a philosophical theory of religion should be mutually exclusive.


SOCIOLOGICAL AND ANTHROPOLOGICAL THEORIES


Religious studies is a relatively new academic field. Previously, and to a large extent still, much of the academic study of religion was undertaken under several different academic disciplines. Two disciplines that have been much concerned with observing and analysing religion from the nineteenth century onwards are sociology and anthropology. Several theories have emerged from these studies.



Functionalism



Functionalism is a theory that is bound up with the view that all phenomena in a system are interrelated. A change in one element of the system will, therefore, have consequences for all other elements in the system. Thus, according to this viewpoint, religion may be understood adequately by treating it in terms of its social function – its objective consequence for the social system of which it is part. Functionalism is thus based on an organic analogy – that every part of society plays some role in the social life of the community, in the same way that an organ plays a part in the life of an organism. The role of the scholar is to determine and describe the function that each part performs to enable the smooth and efficient operation of the whole.


The theory of functionalism was developed by Emile Durkheim (1858–1917) in explicit opposition to psychological theories that sought to explain religion in terms of factors relating to the individual. For Durkheim, religion was a social phenomenon and the explanation of it had to be sought at the social level. He considered that the critical social function of religion was to act as both a glue and a lubricant to the social process. It is a glue in the sense that it binds the individual firmly to the society. It is a lubricant in that, by providing legitimation and authority for the social structure and the moral order, it facilitates the smooth functioning of society.
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Emile Durkheim (1858–1917), functionalism


In his principal book, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (1912), Durkheim wrote that the crucial factor in the social functioning of religion was its division of the world into the sacred and the profane. Religion deals with sacred things – ‘things set apart and forbidden’ (p. 47). Therefore, Durkheim considered ritual at least as important as beliefs in the social functioning of religion. Ritual emphasizes and reinforces the dependence of the individual on society. By thus creating a separate area of life with special properties and powers, religion establishes the authority with which to reinforce the moral dictates of society. In effect, religion acts as the mechanism for the imposition of the society’s authority.


This leads us on to the most radical aspect of Durkheim’s theories. Many anthropologists thought that humanity’s sense of awe at the forces of nature was the origin of the concept of gods. Durkheim, however, asserted that the sense of something transcendent or supernatural arose out of our experience of society – the fact that a social group has a living reality independent of the individuals that compose it. This reality may be experienced most intensively when the social group gathers to perform a ritual. Thus the idea of God or a god arose as a secondary phenomenon and is in effect the embodiment of the social entity. In other words, by worshipping God or a god, human beings are really worshipping (and hence reaffirming their commitment to) society (pp. 206, 226).
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DURKHEIM



	The totem is before all a symbol, a material expression of something else. But of what? . . . It is evident that it expresses and symbolises two different sorts of things. In the first place, it is the outward and visible form of what we have called the totemic principle or god. But it is also the symbol of the determined society called the clan. It is its flag; it is the sign by which each clan distinguishes itself from the others, the visible mark of its personality, a mark borne by everything which is a part of the clan under any title whatsoever, men, beasts or things. So if it is at once the symbol of the god and of the society, is that not because the god and the society are only one? How could the emblem of the group have been able to become the figure of this quasi-divinity, if the group and the divinity were two distinct realities? The god of the clan, the totemic principle, can therefore be nothing else than the clan itself, personified and represented to the imagination under the visible form of the animal or vegetable which serves as totem. (Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, p. 206)










Although himself an atheist, Durkheim denied that he was trying to invalidate religion. Indeed, he considered that all religions ‘are true in their own fashion; all answer, though in different ways, to the given conditions of human existence’ (p. 3).


Later functionalists included the anthropologist, Bronislaw Malinowski (1884–1942). In his principal book, Magic, Science and Religion and Other Essays (1948), he wrote that social phenomena such as religion fulfil a function in relation to human psychological needs. In the case of religion, this function is to provide psychological safeguards against the fear of death and thus give human beings the feeling of mastery over their fate.


Another anthropologist, A. R. Radcliffe-Brown (1881–1955) concentrated on a social structural approach (not to be confused with structuralism: see the following section). In his book Structure and Function in Primitive Society (1952), he analysed the structural pattern of societies with regard to their overall cohesiveness and functioning. With particular reference to religion, he was interested in the contribution that it made to the formation and maintenance of social order.


Talcott Parsons (1902–78) rejected, in part, Durkheim’s analysis of social structures. In works such as Essays in Sociological Theory (1944), Parsons described the main function of religion as being the creation of cultural values, beliefs and symbols. He considered that patterns of culture operate in varying degrees of independence from social structure and cannot be reduced to the latter, as Durkheim tends to. This approach developed into a major trend in anthropology, often called symbolist, associated with Mary Douglas and Victor Turner. According to this view, ritual action and religious belief are to be understood as forms of symbolic statement about the social order. They are expressive behaviour (rather than explanatory or intellectual activities).


CRITICISMS OF THE FUNCTIONALIST POSITION. Functionalism has been criticized on several points. It has, for example, been pointed out that functionalists have difficulty coping with the phenomenon of secularization. If religion has a vital function in society, then why has society moved towards greater secularization? Some functionalists argue that the functions of religion survive the process of secularization. They merely transfer to such ideologies as nationalism and communism. This, however, brings us on to another weakness of functionalist theory in relation to religion. It has been argued that functionalism has confused two separate issues. Certainly the integrative aspects of religion are vital to society; but the question is whether what is indispensable is religion itself, or merely the function of religion (i.e. social cohesion).


Furthermore, functionalists tend to view society as homogeneous. There seems little recognition of the fact that almost all societies have divisions based on sex, class or ethnicity and that one section of society may use religion as a tool for the domination of other sections. Functionalists have also been criticized for being ahistorical (believing that the functioning of a society can be understood just by examining its present, without any need to refer to its past). Inherent in the approach of most functionalists is, moreover, a belief that conclusions reached from the study of primal societies can be transposed to developed societies. In other words, they assume that religion performs the same function in every society but that this function is more transparent in primal societies, and thus more accessible to investigation. This is, at the very least, a questionable assumption.


A number of further criticisms attach to Durkheim’s work in particular. His division of the world into sacred and profane is breached in many social situations, such as illness, which often involves responses that have elements of both the sacred and profane. Durkheim also stressed the function of religion in general and ritual in particular as a means of integrating the individual in society. In some tribal groups such as Australian aborigines, however, clans meet together for ritual purposes but may live in separate communities with other clans. What then would be the point of reaffirming, through ritual, the group solidarity of a group that does not in fact live together as a social unit?



Structuralism



In publications such as Structural Anthropology (2 volumes, 1963, 1973) and Introduction to a Science of Mythology (4 volumes, 1969–81), Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908–) defined the outlines of structuralism. The structuralist approach to religion involves trying to establish the meaning of religious phenomena. ‘Meaning’ in this context, however, does not signify such simple explanatory sentences as: ‘Bread and wine in the Christian Mass signify the body and blood of Christ.’ Rather, the enterprise of the structuralist involves trying to locate a deeper meaning behind the conscious thoughts in the mind of the participant. Structuralism, then, denies that our immediate experience of the world is a valid starting point for investigations (that is, it rejects empiricism). Behind or beyond the visible interrelations of humanity lie structures that determine the form of what we observe. It is these structures that the structuralist is attempting to uncover. They are the structures of thought itself – in particular, the way in which language prefigures our processes of thinking. All social phenomena, including religion, are therefore considered to be manifestations of the innate structures of the human mind.
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LÉVI-STRAUSS



	The unconscious activity of the mind consists in imposing forms upon content, and if these forms are fundamentally the same for all minds – ancient and modern, primitive and civilized – it is necessary and sufficient to grasp the unconscious structure underlying each institution and each custom, in order to obtain a principle of interpretation valid for other institutions. (Lévi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology, quoted in Morris, Anthropological Studies of Religion, p. 268)










The structuralist is in opposition to the empiricist leanings of most functionalists. The latter consider that the starting point of all enquiries is the facts and that these can be apprehended in a relatively pure form. They are thus reliable and true representations of ‘reality’. The structuralist casts doubt on these basic empirical assumptions. There are no such things as facts that can be taken as given. The mere apprehension of ‘facts’ involves the process of ordering and organizing them in accordance with the pre-set structures of the human mind. Thus, what is apprehended is not pure facts but interpretations.


To the structuralist, all rituals, religious laws and myths can be analysed in a way that reveals the workings of the mind or minds that have produced or are enacting them. For example, most traditional anthropological and sociological approaches to a religious symbol would involve an analysis of its cultural context or subjective meaning. The structuralist, however, will try to determine the meaning of a symbol from its position within a pattern of relationships. The patterns that structuralists find are usually based on paired oppositions of a fairly simple kind. Thus a phenomenon may be: animate/inanimate, male/female, human/inhuman, symmetrical/asymmetrical, and so on. Any cultural phenomenon can be placed at some point on such a matrix. The structuralist is thus looking at relationships among relationships.


Table 3.1 Structural Analysis by Lévi-Strauss of Three Myths Regarding the Origins of Tobacco


Lévi-Strauss here undertakes the analysis of three myths from different South American tribes relating to the origin of the tobacco plant. He analyses these myths and demonstrates the structural similarities as follows (derivedfrom The Raw and the Cooked, pp. 99–104)
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These paired oppositions are partly the creation of our language. We think, for example, of day and night as a sharp discontinuity, precisely because our language encourages us to think thus. In fact, however, our experience tells us that there is continuity between the two; there is a period at dusk and dawn that is neither quite day nor quite night. The structuralist argues that because we think in terms of these bipolar discontinuities, this is reflected in the social world and culture that we build up as a result of our thought processes.
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Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908–), structuralism


Some structuralists have indeed focused on this question of discontinuity as the key to understanding religion. They argue that religious phenomena often act as a threshold between two non-sacred, discontinuous states. By acting as the interface between these two states, religion helps to preserve the perceived discontinuity. Religious rites of passage are an obvious example of this phenomenon. They act to preserve perceived discontinuities: between childhood and adulthood, the single and married state, the married state and widowhood, and so on. Religious festivals may mark out the calendar into discontinuous units.


CRITICISMS OF STRUCTURALISM. Structuralists have been criticized for the narrowness of their approach. By concentrating on the structure of the individual mind, the structuralist, in effect, denies the importance of society and of history.


There is some vagueness in the works of Lévi-Strauss as to the exact nature of the unconscious structures that he is attempting to uncover. Are they culturally specific classifications or socio-economic relationships masked by myth and symbolism? This leads on to a number of other questions. Can it really be that human culture is only a projection or transformation of innate structures in the human mind? Lévi-Strauss himself creates wide-ranging cross-cultural analyses which are based on such an assumption. However, many have raised doubts about such an exercise: surely geographical, climatic, economic and other factors must have some bearing on the structures and models in the human mind, and hence on culture.


It is difficult to see how such questions can ever be answered satisfactorily, and so the question is raised of the validity of the approach. A structuralist analysis can never be shown to be true in any objective sense. It remains a rather subjective viewpoint and structuralist interpretations are often criticized for being arbitrary. Some find that much of what is presented as a result of a structuralist analysis is no more than one would have thought intuitively anyway. However, others argue that even this is worthwhile as it provides a rational framework for intuition and common sense. Moreover, structuralist analyses occasionally throw up unexpected relationships that would not have been seen by other methods of analysis.



Historical/Interpretative Sociology



Both functionalism and structuralism are criticized for being ahistorical in their approach. Max Weber (1864–1920) initiated a different direction in the sociology of religion by concentrating on the historical process of the development of religion. He considered that religion had evolved through three stages.


The first stage, naturalistic religion, is concerned primarily with magic. The magician or shaman tries to control the powers of nature (such as rain, health and fertility) through magic. He is considered to be endowed with special powers that enable him to do this. The name that Weber gave to this state was ‘charisma’.


In the second stage, animistic religion, ideas of gods and spirits develop. Religious activity is transformed from magic, which is a direct attempt to manipulate the forces of nature, into ritual, which is a symbolic activity. Two types of religious professionals arise during this phase: priests, who represent the rationalization and organization of religion, and prophets, who continue the charismatic mode by claiming the authority of personal revelation. The former hold office within a particular social order and are committed to maintaining the stability of that; the latter are agents of social discontinuity and change. In this second stage, two main groups emerge within religious communities. These differ in the way that they think of salvation: the first is a mystic–contemplative group that seeks to flee from the world and stresses a cessation of thought leading to a union with Absolute Reality; the second is a world-denying, ascetic group that rejects the world and therefore seeks to struggle with it and control it.


[image: image]


Max Weber (1864–1920), sociology, history of religion


It is from the latter group that the next stage arises in the development of religion. Weber asserted that it was the concept of a transcendent single God that was important in undermining the mystic–contemplative group in the West. This was because any thought of union with such a God became blasphemous. This ascetic outlook came to the fore in the Protestantism that arose as a consequence of the Reformation. Previously, asceticism had been expressed through the monastic tradition. Now, the Protestant sects began to demand a world-denying ethic of everyone. In addition, the belief in predestination among Protestant sects was the final stage in the elimination of magic from religion. If God has already decided the fate of every human being, there is no point in trying to avert one’s fate by magic. The elements of magic, sentiment and tradition in religion are supplanted by explicit, rational rules and systematic procedures. This takes the process of the rationalization of religion to a new and higher level. It establishes religion on the basis of what Weber called ‘legal–rational authority’.


The most famous of Weber’s works, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1930), shows how the world-denying ethic induced by Protestantism led to the accumulation of capital among the wealthy (since money was not spent in indulging oneself). At the same time, the Protestant concept of a ‘calling’ (a task set for the individual by God) led to a workforce which did work for its own sake. The combination of these and other factors predisposed Protestant Europe to become the cradle of modern capitalism.


Thus, Weber saw the evolution of religion as a process of gradual rationalization. In animistic religions, life is filled with encounters with spirits or gods that inhabit every tree or rock or other natural phenomenon. Typically, the whole of life is immersed in rituals related to these spirits and gods, to such an extent that people do not consider that there is a separate religious element in their lives. Orgiastic or emotive rites have a powerful but temporary effect on individuals, but there is little effect on the individual’s ethical behaviour. Rationalization leads to the progressive elimination of magical, ritual and charismatic elements at the centre of religion and their replacement by a situation in which the whole of an individual’s life is lived within an ethical and rational framework determined by religion. The multitude of spirits and gods is reduced to a single God or a few gods or spiritual realities that stand apart from or above the little things in life with which the spirits of traditional religion are concerned. According to Weber’s argument, animistic religion answers the great questions of life (What is the meaning of life? Why is there suffering?) in ways that are specific to an individual case: my child is ill because someone cast a bad spell upon her. Rationalized religion tends to answer these questions in general terms: evil and suffering occur because of the existence of the Devil or the yin side of the Tao. The religious part of life in rationalized religion is restricted to fewer specific occasions rather than imbuing the whole of life. Rationalization results in a demystification of life and a ‘disenchantment’ of the world. There is also a tendency in this process towards the adoption of a purely utilitarian, instrumental approach towards the natural world and towards other people.


Durkheim, as noted above, tended to see society as a homogeneous entity. Weber, on the other hand, laid a great deal of stress on what he considered to be the characteristic religious attitudes of different groupings within society. The peasantry, he maintained, for example, always inclined towards magic, while the lower-middle-classes preferred rational, ethical religion of the congregational type. Weber linked social deprivation with an increased susceptibility to the emergence of a world-changing prophet. He also considered that the various world religions were much influenced by those who were its main propagators. These ‘primary carriers’, as he called them, often set the ethos for much of the rest of the religion. For Islam, the ‘primary carrier’ was the world-conquering warrior; for Buddhism it was the mendicant wandering monk; for Christianity, it was the itinerant journeyman.


Weber commented on many other matters in his wide-ranging studies on religion (see, for example, the part of his uncompleted work Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft that has been translated under the title The Sociology of Religion). He noted a tendency for a popular religion to arise among the masses vis-à-vis the official religion. The popular religion usually focuses on magic and animism; the official religion emphasizes rational–legal norms. He was also much concerned with the question of theodicy, the way that religions explain the existence of suffering and evil in the world.


CRITICISMS OF HISTORICAL SOCIOLOGY. It is difficult to find evidence for Weber’s division of the evolution of religion into ‘ideal type’ stages. There is no society in the world today in Weber’s theoretical first stage of pre-animistic magic; nor is there any evidence that it has ever existed in any society. Even the most primitive tribal groups have developed notions about spirits and deities. Furthermore, most religions that are in Weber’s theoretical second stage of religious evolution incorporate large elements of magic in their ritual and myths.
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WEBER



	Only ascetic Protestantism completely eliminated magic and the supernatural quest for salvation, of which the highest form was intellectualist, contemplative illumination. It alone created the religious motivation for seeking salvation primarily through immersion in one’s worldly vocation (Beruf). This Protestant stress upon the methodically rationalized fulfillment of one’s vocational responsibility was diametrically opposite to Hinduism’s strongly traditionalistic concept of vocations. For the various popular religions of Asia, in contrast to ascetic Protestantism, the world remained a great enchanted garden, in which the practical way to orient oneself, or find security in this world or the next, was to revere or coerce the spirits and seek salvation through ritualistic, idolatrous, or sacramental procedures. No path led from the magical religiosity of the non-intellectual classes of Asia to a rational, methodical control of life. Nor did any path lead to that methodical control from the world-accommodation of Confucianism, from the world-rejection of Buddhism, from the world-conquest of Islam, or from the messianic expectations and economic pariah law of Judaism. (Weber, The Sociology of Religion, pp. 269–70)










Weber’s analysis of the rise of capitalism in Protestant societies has been much commented upon and criticized. Perhaps the most cogent criticism stems from the fact that we have witnessed the very successful adoption of capitalism by societies in East and South-East Asia. Yet these societies are also still very much attached to magical, traditional and mystical–contemplative forms of religion.


Weber was also somewhat arbitrary in his classification of religious phenomena. Since he was anxious to link the rise of capitalism to the Protestant West, he saw the order in a monastic society as being rational. But the high degree of order brought about by Confucian ethics or in Islamic society, he classified as traditional. Conversely, a large element of magic and traditionalism exists in Protestant ritual and religious history, if one cares to look for it.


PSYCHOLOGICAL THEORIES


The field of theoretical psychology that emerged at the end of the nineteenth century with the writings of Freud has historically always made the analysis and explanation of religion a central concern of its theories.



Analytical Freudian Psychology



Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) produced a very pessimistic view of religion in such works as Totem and Taboo (1913) and The Future of an Illusion (1928). He used his famous formulation of the Oedipus complex to trace the origins of religion. He postulated that, in the putative primitive society, the father, jealous of his growing sons, drove each of them away from the family as they reached a certain age. Then the sons banded together, returned, killed and ate the father (Totem and Taboo, pp. 141–5). They were filled with remorse (for they loved and admired their father also, remembering their need for his protection in their childhood) and guilt (because of their sexual desire for the mother). So the sons attempted to neutralize these emotions by substituting certain rites and moral edicts. Rites such as sacrifice and totemism commemorated the crime by ritually re-enacting it. Freud considered the Christian Eucharist, for example, to be such a commemoration. The institution of certain taboos against incest and endogamy that are found in almost every religion expresses the guilt felt at the patricide and the sexual desire for the mother. The guilt towards the slain father was further appeased by making the latter into a god, who is both loved and feared. The whole structure is then cloaked in the subconscious so as to hide its origins. It is given permanence through being endowed with an air of inviolable sanctity. This Oedipal complex, acting within the life-history of the individual, is responsible for the production of neuroses. Thus Freud drew a parallel between the processes that produce neuroses in the individual and the processes that produce religion in the social life of humanity.
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Sigmund Freud (1856–1939), analytical psychology


The repressed wishes that lie in our unconscious find their way to the surface of consciousness eventually, according to Freud. But they emerge camouflaged as religious rituals and doctrines as well as religious wishes and actions. Because they are the products of repressed desires, their true source remains unapprehended by the religious person. The power and energy of religion, however, stems from the sheer pressure of repressed desires in the unconscious. Indeed, repressed desires become the main source of transcendent meaning in Freud’s writings – almost a new metaphysics.


Freud also saw religion as a way of compensating for the sufferings and disappointments of life. However, Freud considered that there were other, more satisfactory, methods of compensation, such as art. He condemned religion as a compensatory mechanism, because it restricts choice and adaptation. Its technique is to depress the value of life and distort the picture of the real world, thus creating a delusional situation. Within this delusion, an individual may be spared a neurotic breakdown but at great cost to his or her mental and emotional development (see Civilisation and its Discontents). Thus, Freud saw religion as a ‘universal obsessional neurosis’ (The Future of an Illusion, p. 39). Religion, Freud considered, is bad for humanity. It is a danger to society because it helps to perpetuate bad social institutions; it restricts critical thinking; and, by linking ethical norms to religious doctrines, it creates the dangerous likelihood that, when the doctrines are discredited, the ethical norms will be abandoned.
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FREUD



	Its [religion’s] technique consists in depressing the value of life and distorting the picture of the real world in a delusional manner – which presupposes an intimidation of the intelligence. At this price . . . religion succeeds in sparing many people an individual neurosis. But hardly anything else. (Freud in Civilisation and its Discontents, quoted in Morris, Anthropological Studies of Religion, p. 161)










It hardly need be said that there is no evidence whatsoever for Freud’s postulated course of Oedipal events in humanity’s distant past. Indeed, anthropological evidence has been assembled to refute most of Freud’s assertions. Nevertheless, this does not mean that we can ignore Freud. Freud’s importance for the study of religion lies not so much with his theory of religion as with his uncovering of the realm of the unconscious and its mechanisms. Ever since the ideas of Freud became well known, students of humanity in general and of religion in particular have been left with the uneasy feeling that they are studying an illusion; that what we observe of human words and actions and what is recorded in the texts that we study are but shadows, distorted images, of the real causes of these phenomena lying in the unconscious. No longer can we be sure that such data as personal accounts of religious encounters, opinion polls, or religious art are exactly what they appear to be. All human activity now appears to be two-layered: an apparent, manifest, empirical content and a hidden, latent, psychological one.



Jungian Psychology



For a psychological theory that has a more positive approach to religion, we must turn to Carl Jung (1875–1961). To Freud’s concepts of the conscious and unconscious mind, Jung, in works such as Psychology and Religion (1938) and ‘Archetypes of the Collective Unconscious’ (1934/1954) added a third concept: the collective unconscious. It is this last aspect of the mind that is, according to Jung, of particular importance for religion. Perhaps the best way of conceptualizing the collective unconscious is to draw a parallel with our human organs: for example, the arms, legs and kidneys. Just as any individual possesses these organs in a particular form that is the common inheritance of humanity as a whole, so there are psychological structures in the mind that are also part of this collective inheritance of humanity. This psychological inheritance acts as a primordial substratum to our mental lives. It manifests itself in every instance of instinctual thought and behaviour and in the forms and categories that control these.
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Carl Jung (1875–1961), analytical psychology


Within the collective unconscious, there exist a number of primordial archetypes or myths. These archetypes reflect the fundamental levels of human experience: examples include the wise old man, the earth mother, the mandala (magic circle), the hero, the divine child, and so on. From these archetypes in the collective unconscious there emerge all of the most powerful images and symbols that have motivated humanity, and in particular religious ones. This emergence may occur in dreams, myths, visions, religious symbolism and art. Freud saw these phenomena negatively, as the result of pathological, repressed, infantile sexual urges. Jung, however, regarded the unconscious motivation produced by these phenomena as a positive, healthy aspect of human life (although they also appear in pathological states such as neuroses). For Jung, this inner world of images and archetypes was just as real as the outer physical world. Indeed, in a sense it was more real since it casts its interpretations on the outer world. The outer world is only seen through the eyes of the inner world.


For Jung, religion could play a positive role in human life: ‘Man positively needs general ideas and convictions that will give meaning to his life and enable him to find a place for himself in the universe.’1 Religion thus acts as a form of therapy, explaining and reconciling human beings to the pains and suffering of the world.


CRITICISMS OF JUNGIAN THEORY. Some writers have stated that the whole of Jung’s structure of archetypes in the collective unconscious is an unnecessary elaboration. After all, every human being goes through similar experiences: being born, having a mother, viewing the natural cycle, living and dying under the sun and moon. It is not necessary to postulate a theory of archetypes in the collective unconscious to explain the universal existence of these images and symbols.
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JUNG’S CONCEPT OF THE COLLECTIVE UNCONSCIOUS



	The collective unconscious contains the whole spiritual heritage of mankind’s evolution, born anew in the brain structure of every individual. His conscious mind is an ephemeral phenomenon that accomplishes all provisional adaptations and orientations . . . The unconscious, on the other hand, is the source of the instinctual forces of the psyche and of the forms or categories that regulate them, namely the archetypes. All the most powerful ideas in history go back to archetypes. This is particularly true of religious ideas, but the central conceptions of science, philosophy and ethics are no exception to this rule . . . . For it is the function of consciousness not only to recognize and assimilate the external world through the gateway of the senses, but to translate into visible reality the world within us. (‘The Structure of the Psyche’, in The Structure and Dynamics of the Psyche, para 342, p. 158)











PHILOSOPHICAL AND HISTORICAL THEORIES



Philosophical approaches to the study of religion have ranged from those that attempt to pursue an objective study of the history of religion to those that are more empathic (that is, those that try to analyse religion in terms of its own categories and assumptions).



History of Religion



The exact methodology and limits of the academic discipline known as the ‘history of religion’ remain a matter of considerable discussion and disagreement. At its most fundamental level, it is the non-theological, nonnormative commitment to the empirical task of uncovering the facts of religious history from the original sources. The basic historical methodology can be considered to consist of the following stages:


[image: image] examining the available data to establish the facts;


[image: image] induction from the facts to an explanatory or interpretative hypothesis;


[image: image] analysis of this hypothesis to explore its implications;


[image: image] checking the validity of these implications through assembling and examining further data.


In its wider meaning, the history of religion merges imperceptibly with the phenomenology of religion. Such writers as Mircea Eliade consider themselves as scholars in the field of the history of religion, despite their basically ahistorical method. Eliade’s Patterns in Comparative Religion was, for example, originally published as Traité d’histoire des religions (A Treatise on the History of Religions).


CRITICISM OF THE METHODOLOGY OF HISTORY OF RELIGION. This methodology is so wide-ranging that it is difficult to find any criticism that would hold true of any more than a few of those engaged in the field. It is often criticized, at least in the way that some practise it, for being reductionist in its results and implications. Its empiricism is often linked to a methodological positivism (the concept that our study of religion should only concern itself with what is empirically observable) that has been much amended and criticized. One question that has been raised is whether we can regard the gathering of data as an uncontroversial, primary activity, following which hypotheses and theories can be built up. In fact, the collection of data is itself a theory-biased activity. In other words, each stage outlined above is largely predetermined by theoretical considerations.


One attempt to bypass this problem has been to adjust the principle of verifiability (that is, that to be meaningful, all statements must be empirically verified – or, at least, be capable of being verified) which is the usual criterion in positivism. As an alternative, Karl Popper (1902–94) suggested the principle of falsifiability (that statements are meaningful only if they are capable of being proved false).


Both verifiability and Popper’s alternative, falsifiability, are, however, of limited usefulness in considering many religious phenomena. A statement such as: ‘My sins are forgiven and I am saved’, cannot be either verified or falsified. Therefore, according to ‘scientific’ methodology, it has no cognitive meaning. Yet few would doubt its intense meaningfulness to the person who makes it. By ruling such statements out of the arena of consideration, this approach leaves out large areas of the study of religion. An advocate of this method would respond that it is possible to study the impact of this statement historically and socially by this method.


The evaluation and interpretation of data is also not without problems. Religion deals with the human world and, as such, the data can often only be expressed in terms of probability rather than certainty. The evaluation of historical data involves interpretation and the construction of historical meaning. This, in turn, involves the use of evaluative criteria that are not deducible from the facts themselves. The nature of interpretation is such that seldom do two scholars agree to interpret the same facts in the same way. It is as though two scientists were trying to decide the length of a wall using differently calibrated rulers.



Phenomenology of Religion



The ‘phenomenology of religion’ is not so much a theory of religion as an approach to the study of religion. It is, however, based on the assumption that humanity’s religious life is an entity in its own right and does not need to be reduced to sociological or psychological explanations. It is best understood as a ‘neutral’ description and an empathic attempt to get inside the experience itself. Unfortunately, the rather subjective nature of the method has led to the term being appropriated by many diverse approaches and, as a result, the term has lost much of its definition and meaning. This description will attempt to stay as close as possible to the original concepts of the philosophical phenomenology initiated by Edmund Husserl (1859–1938).


The phenomenological approach is in direct opposition to reductionism. It considers that the reduction of religious phenomena to social, psychological or other explanations is a false over-simplification. It is also formulated in opposition to those who want to describe some form of evolutionary scheme to religious history, for any such scheme must necessarily involve making value judgements. The best way of understanding such a complex phenomenon as religion is to try to get inside the religious experience itself in order to understand the intentionality of phenomena. By ‘intentionality’ is meant the concept that all consciousness is a consciousness of something. The phenomenologist tries to understand how the religious consciousness builds up the structure of religious phenomena.


One of the key methodological tools of the phenomenologist is ‘bracketing’ or the phenomenological epoché. The external world must be ‘bracketed’ or held in suspension. We must suspend our beliefs and judgements as to the truth, value or existence of particular religious phenomena. Instead, we should switch our attention to the experience itself as impartial observers. The second key aspect of the method is einfühlung, the obtaining of an empathic understanding of the religious position of others.


By using these two methodological tools, the investigator can gain insight into essential structures of the aspect of religion under study or of religion itself. These essential structures can be identified through what Husserl termed ‘eidetic vision’. This means the intuitive apprehension of the eidos of a phenomenon. Eidos is a Greek term that Husserl took from Plato. It signifies the ‘inner essence’ or ‘whatness’ of things. ‘Whatness’ is that which answers the question ‘what is X?’ In other words, it signifies that which are the necessary and invariant features of a phenomenon. Husserl considered that the eidos of a phenomenon could be grasped through intuition and insight, not by experience or rational thought.


One particular method used by phenomenologists is to assemble a body of information about a particular phenomenon and then to search for its essential invariant core of meaning. The method involves discarding that which can be shown to be variable and thus not essential. Eventually, one is left with a core that cannot be removed or changed without changing the essence, ‘whatness’ or intentionality of the phenomenon. Husserl’s original method involved a mental exercise, varying the factors in the mind. Most phenomenologists now use historical and comparative variation as the basis of their method.


[image: image]


Rudolf Otto (1869–1937), phenomenology of religion


To clarify this methodology, we can look at some examples of phenomenological interpretation. Perhaps one of the most important examples of this is the book The Idea of the Holy by Rudolf Otto (1869–1937). In this work, Otto tried to identify the essence of the religious experience, which he called the ‘numinous’. He insisted on its irreducible nature, even going as far as to say to his readers that they could not conceptualize it through mere description; they needed to have experienced it themselves, to some extent. (See chapter 4.)


Another example of one who is usually considered to have followed this approach to the study of religion is Mircea Eliade (1907–86). His work will also be considered in chapter 11. With Eliade, phenomenology steps across the line from being just a methodological tool; it becomes the basis for a theory of religion. Eliade saw the essence of the religious experience as being not so much in the encounter with the ‘numinous’ as Otto did, but rather in religious symbols as the mediators between human beings and the sacred; they are the universal forms of religion. Through this mediator, humanity can transcend the finite world and chronological time, and experience the ultimate, meaningful, world of the sacred. The symbol is the revealer of a cosmic structure not discernible at the level of everyday experience. Eliade’s books not only describe these symbols but help to show the way that they integrate disparate phenomena into a coherent system.


The concepts of phenomenology have evolved and altered at the hands of various scholars. Ninian Smart has developed the concept of epoché into what he terms ‘methodological agnosticism’. By this he means that the investigator of religion should conduct his or her enquiries in such a way that they presuppose neither acceptance nor denial of the truth of an ultimate transcendent reality, God. Wilfred Cantwell Smith, on the other hand, has stressed the other main direction of phenomenology: the need to achieve empathy and understanding of what it is like to belong to a particular religious tradition; what it means to see the universe through those eyes.


CRITICISMS OF PHENOMENOLOGY. Probably the most frequent criticism of phenomenologists is that they are trying to introduce theological and other faith-based material under the guise of an academic study of religion. It is certainly true that many of the most prominent phenomenologists, such as Gerardus van der Leeuw (1890–1950), were also theologians. It is also true that this approach, based as it is on empathy and the viewpoint of the believer, is much more likely to find favour with those already committed to a religion. Indeed, some have gone as far as to say that commitment should be part of the phenomenological method. They assert that one needs to have some degree of religious commitment oneself to be capable of empathy towards the religious experiences of others. However, the majority would say that the phenomenological epoché requires the suspension of judgement: as to whether the religious experience is valid; as to whether the experience is of something real or illusory; and as to the status of the metaphysical assumptions entailed in the description.


Very few now accept the traditional phenomenological view that we can achieve complete freedom from presuppositions. Most modern phenomenologists try to reach a goal of identifying, clarifying and allowing for their own presuppositions. There is, in fact, an inherent contradiction between the two main methodological tools of phenomenology. The objectivity implied in the process of ‘bracketing’, epoché, contrasts with the subjectivity of einfühlung and ‘eidetic vision’. Critics of phenomenology feel that this inherent contradiction means that the method is arbitrary; its findings cannot be subjected to either verification or falsification.


Most phenomenologists state that they pay due regard to history. However, their critics feel that the method is intrinsically ahistorical, in that it looks for universal structures that are independent of history. Phenomenology is also intrinsically against sociological or psychological explanations for religious phenomena.


THEOLOGICAL AND NORMATIVE THEORIES


Although they are not strictly part of the academic study of religion, I shall briefly list the main types of such theories here, if only because these approaches are influential within religions themselves.



Justificatory or Polemical Theories



The origins of the study of religions can be traced back to theological or normative exercises to prove the superiority of one religion over others. There is, of course, an extensive history of polemical literature among the three Western religions, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, directed at each other, as well as between Hinduism and Buddhism. There exist books by Hindus describing other religions as defective or only partial expressions of the truths contained in Hinduism; similarly, Buddhist books exist which describe the truths in other religions as ‘lower’ forms of the truth of Buddhism. But these do not purport to be academic descriptions of the other religion. The use of purportedly academic studies as a tool for polemics is a modern phenomenon. In particular, Christian scholars and missionaries described other religions in book after book, comparing them unfavourably with Christianity. Other religions have been slow to follow in modern times but there are now some signs of this appearing.



Evolutionary Theories



Following the intellectual success of Darwin’s theory of evolution, it became natural to look upon religious history as an evolutionary process. In this perspective, the primal tribal religions of the world were seen as surviving specimens, ‘living fossils’ or ‘survivals’ of the early stages of religious development. Out of this early phase the ‘higher’ religions evolved. A similar status was accorded to the folklore and mythology of Europe. Such writers as Edward B. Tylor (1832–1917) took evolutionary ideas for granted as the basis for their views on humanity’s religious development. Several Christian writers also found it useful to use an evolutionary schema as a polemical instrument to prove that Christianity was the most highly evolved religion, although in the case of Christian theologians such ideas pre-dated Darwin, for they are foreshadowed in the writings of Hegel and Schleiermacher.


In the academic study of religion, however, evolutionist ideas died out in the years following World War I. They gradually became discredited as it was realized that they were, in fact, based on presumptions of the cultural and religious superiority of the Christian West and were therefore normative in nature. Evolutionary theories were also discredited by works such as those by Andrew Lang2 and Wilhelm Schmidt.3 These pointed out that the evidence may equally suggest that the earliest notion among primitive peoples was that of a single High God and that this later ‘degenerated’ into polytheism, thus destroying the idea that primal religions were necessarily ‘survivals’.


There is, however, one evolutionary theory that sets out to be nonnormative in nature. This theory is put forward by Robert Bellah (Beyond Belief, pp. 20–45). He states that his theory is one of religion becoming more complex as it evolves. He is quite categorical in asserting, however, that ‘Neither religious man nor the structure of man’s ultimate religious situation evolves, then, but rather religion as symbol system’ (p. 21). He considers that primitive humanity is as fully religious as humanity at any stage of human existence on this planet. What has evolved and differentiated is religious symbolization and its relationship to human existence and society. The capacity for symbolization gives human beings the ability to transcend and dominate their environment. Religious symbolization, at each stage of human development, images both humanity’s view of the ultimate conditions of its existence and its view of itself. As humanity has evolved an increasingly complex social structure, religious symbolization has also developed in interaction with this. Bellah describes five stages of evolution.
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