








7 Material expression Religions make use of an astonishing variety of
physical elements—statues, paintings, musical compositions (including
chants), musical instruments, ritual objects, flowers, incense, clothing,
architecture, and specific locations.

8' Sacredness A distinction is made between the sacred and the ordinary;
ceremonies often emphasize this distinction through the deliberate use
of different language, clothing, and architecture. Certain objects,
actions, people, and places may share in the sacredness or express it.

The Sacred

All religions are concerned with the deepest level of reality, and for most
religions the core or origin of everything is sacred and mysterious. This sense
of a mysterious, originating holiness is called by many names: Brahman,

. Dao, Great Mother, Divine Parent, Great Spirit, Ground of Being, Great Mys-
terious, the Ultimate, the Absolute, the Divine, the Holy. People, however,
experience and explain sacred reality in different ways, as we shall see in
the chapters that follow. _

One familiar term for the sacred reality, particularly in the Western world,
is God, and monotheism is the term that means a belief in one God. In some
systems, the term God often carries with it the notion of a Cosmic Person—a
divine being with will and intelligence who is just and compassionate and
infinite in virtues. God is also called omnipotent (“having total power over the
universe”). Although God may be said to have personal aspects, all mono-
theistic religions agree that the reality of God is beyond all categories: God
is said to be pure spirit, not fully definable in words. This notion of a power-
ful God, distinct from the universe, describes a sacredness that is active in
the world but also distinct from it. That is, God is transcendent—unlimited
by the world and all ordinary reality.

In some religions, however, the sacred reality is not viewed as having
personal attributes but is more like an energy or mysterious power. Fre-
quently, the sacred is then spoken of as something immanent within the
universe. In some religions, there is a tendency to speak of the universe not
just as having been created but also as a manifestation of the sacred nature
itself, in which nothing is separate from the sacred. This view, called panthe-
ism (Greek: “all divine”), sees the sacred as being discoverable within the
physical world and its processes. In other words, nature itself is holy.

Some religions worship the sacred reality in the form of many coexisting
gods, a view called polytheism. The multiple gods may be fairly separate
entities, each in charge of an aspect of reality (such as nature gods), or they
may be multiple manifestations of the same basic sacred reality.

In recent centuries, we find a tendency to deny the existence of any God
or gods (atheism), to argue that the existence of God cannot be proven
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UNDERSTANDING RELIGION

trembling and fascination” (mysterium tremendum et fascinans). In general, we
take our existence for granted and live with little wonder; but occasionally
something disturbs our ordinary view of reality. For example, a strong man-
ifestation of nature—such as a violent thunderstorm—may startle us. It is an
aspect of reality that is frightening, forcing us to tremble (tremendum) but
also to feel fascination ( fascinans). The emotional result is what Otto called
numinous awe.® He pointed out how often religious art depicts that which is
terrifying, such as the bloodthirsty Hindu goddess Durga.’”

Carl Gustav Jung (1875-1961), an early disciple of Freud, broke with his
mentor because of fundamental differences of interpretation, particularly
about religion. In his books Modern Man in Search of a Soul, Psychology and
Alchemy, and Memories, Dreams, Reflections, Jung described religion as some-
thing that grew out of the individual’s need to arrive at personal fulfillment,
which he called individuation. According to Jung, many religious insignia can
be seen as symbols of personal integration and human wholeness: the circle, "
the cross (which is made of lines that join at the center), and the sacred
diagram of the mandala (often a circle within or enclosing a square), which
he called “the path to the center, to individuation.”® He pointed out that as
people age, they can make a healthy use of religion to understand their place
in the universe and to prepare for death. For Jung, religion was a noble
human response to the depth of reality and to its complexity. -

Some recent theories do not look specifically at religion, but their wide-
ranging insights are applied in the study of the origin of religions, as well
as in many other fields. Among these theoretical approaches are structural-
ism and post-structuralism, along with the technique of deconstruction. We
will look at some of these ideas and applications later.

Various scholars have attempted to identify “stages” in the develop-
ment of religions. Austrian ethnographer and philoloé&5‘--“W\/'Th_eE_S_c‘_Krru—?%~
(1868-1954) argued that all humankind once believed in a single High God
and that to this simple monotheism later beliefs in lesser gods and spirits
were added. The reverse has also been suggested, namely, that polytheism
led to monotheism. Influenced by the notion of evolution, some have specu-
lated that religions “evolve” naturally from animism (a worldview that sees
all elements of nature as being filled with spirit or spirits) to polytheism and
then to monotheism. Critics of this view feel it is biased in favor of monothe-
ism, in part because it is a view originally suggested by Christian scholars,
who presented their belief system as the most advanced.

Scholars today hesitate to speak of any “evolution” from one form of
religion to another. To apply the biological notion of evolution to human
belief systems seems biased, oversimple, and speculative. Even more impor-
tant, such a point of view leads to subjective judgments that one religion is
more “highly evolved” than another—a shortsightedness that has kept many
people from appreciating the unique insights and contributions of every
religion. Consequently, the focus of religious studies has moved from the
study of religion to the study of religions, a field that assumes that all reli-
gions are equally worthy of study.

ARSI s e e s o
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PATTERNS AMONG RELIGIONS

When we study religions in a comparative and historical sense, we are not
looking to validate them or to disprove them or to enhance our own belief
or practice—as we might if we were studying our personal religious tradi-
* tion. Instead, we want to comprehend the particular religions as thoroughly
as possible and to understand the experience of people within each religion.
Part of that process of understanding leads us to see patterns of similarity
and difference among religions. B
Although we do look for patterns, we must recognize that these patterns  -Religion is the
are not conceptual straitjackets. Religions, especially those with long histo-  substance of culture,
ries and extensive followings, are usually quite complex. Furthermore, reli- -and culture the form of

gions are not permanent theoretical constructs but are constantly in a process religion.
& of change—influenced by governments thinkers, historical events, chanﬁi_ng ~Paul Tillich, theologian®
technology, and the shifting values of the cultures in which they exist.

\,,\' ___7First Pattern: Focus of Beliefs and Practices

Realizing the limitations of all generalizations, we nonetheless might gain
some perspective by examining the orientations exhibited by individual reli-
gions. When we look at the world’s dominant religions, we see three basic Q

. . . 3 . . R
orientations in their conception and location of the sacred.!
———

Sacramental arientgtion The sacramental orientation emphasizes carry-
ing out rituals and ceremonies regularly and correctly as the path to

salvation; in some religions, correct ritual is believed to influence the
processes of nature. All religions have some degree of ritual, but the
ceremonial tendency is predominant, for example, in most tribal reli-
gions, in Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Christianity, in Vedic
Hinduism, and in Tibetan Buddhism. Making the Catholic sign of the
cross, for example, is done in a certain way: only with the right hand,
beginning with a touch on the forehead, then on one’s chest, and
finally on each shoulder, left to right."

Prophetic orientation The prophetic orientation stresses that contact
with the sacred is ensured by proper belief and by adherence to moral
rules. This orientation also implies that a human being may be an
important intermediary between the believer and the sacred; for .
example, a prophet may speak to believers on behalf of the sacred.
Prophetic orientation is a prominent aspect of Judaism, Protestant
Christianity, and Islam, which all see the sacred as being transcendent
but personal. The television crusades of evangelistic ministers are
good examples of the prophetic orientation in action.

Mystical orientation The mystical orientation seeks union with a reality
greater than oneself, such as with God, the process of nature, the uni-
verse, or reality as a whole. There are often techniques (such as seated
meditation) for lessening the sense of one’s individual identity to help
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the individual experience a greater unity. The mystical orientation is a
prominent aspect of Upanishadic Hinduism, Daoism, and some
schools of Buddhism. (Master Kusan [1909-1983}, a Korean teacher of
Zen Buddhism, described the disappearance of self in the enlighten-
ment experience of unity with this memorable question: “Could a
snowflake survive inside a burning flame?”’?) Although the mystical
orientation is more common in religions that stress the immanence of
the sacred or that are nontheistic, it is an important but less promment
tendency in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam as well.

Any one of these three orientations may be dominant in a religion, yet the
other two orientations might also be found in the same religion to a lesser extent
and possibly be subsumed into a different purpose. For example, ceremony can
be utilized to help induce mystical experience, as in Catholic and Orthodox
Christianity, Japanese Shingon Buddhism, Tibetan Buddhism, Daoism, and even
Zen Buddhism, which has a strongly ritualistic aspect of its own.

¢
a /*'"3 Second Pattern: Views of the World and Life

Religions must provide answers to the great questions that people ask. How

_ did the universe come into existence, does it have a purpose, and will Ltg_ngll&ﬂ

What is time, and how should we make use of it? What should be our rela-
tionship to the world of nature? Why do human beings exist? How do we
reach fulfillment, transformation, or salvation? Why is there suffering in the
world, and how should we deal with it? What happens when we die? What
should we hold as sacred? The questions do not vary, but the answers do.

Given the great variety in their worldviews, it is not surprising that each
religion defines differently the nature of sacred reality, the universe, the
natural world, time, and human purpose. Religions also differ in their atti-
tudes toward the role of words in expressing the sacred and in their relations
to other religious traditions. By examining different views on these concepts,
we will have further bases for comparison that will lead us to a more com-
plete understanding of the world’s religions.

\. Thenature of sacred reality Some religions, as we have seen, speak of the

sacred as transcendent, existing primarily in a realm beyond the every-
day world. In other religions, though, sacred reality is spoken of as
being immanent; that is, it is within nature and human beings and can
be experienced as energy or holiness. Sometimes the sacred is viewed as
having personal attributes, while elsewhere it is seen as an impersonal
entity. And in certain religious traditions, particularly in some forms of
Buddhism, it is hard to point to a sacred reality at all. Such facts raise
the question as to whether “the sacred” exists outside ourselves or if it is
better to speak of the sacred simply as what people “hold to be sacred.”

(LThe nature of the universe Some religions see the universe as having been
begun by an intelligent, personal Creator who continues to guide the
universe according to a cosmic plan. Other religions view the universe
as being eternal, that is, having no beginning or end. The implications
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of these two positions are quite important to what is central in a reli-
gion and to how the human being acts in regard to this central belief.
If the universe is created, especially by a transcendent deity, the center
of sacredness is the Creator rather than the universe, but human
beings imitate the Creator by changing and perfecting the world. If,

however, the universe is eternal, the material universe itself is sacred ; - J' ¢
and perfect and requires no change. M'ﬂﬂ

9 Jhe human attitude toward nature At one end of the spectrum, some
religions or religious schools see nature as the realm of evil forces that
must be overcome. For them, nature is gross and contaminating, exist-
ing in opposition to the nonmaterial world of the spirit—a view,
known as dualism, held by some forms of Christianity, Jainism, and
Hinduism. At the other end of the spectrum, as in Daoism and Shinto,
nature is considered to be sacred and needs no alteration. Other reli-
gions, such as Judaism and Islam, take a middle ground, holding that
the natural world originated from a divine action but that human
beings are called upon to continue to shape it. :

. Time Religions that emphasize a creation, such as Judaism, Christianity,
and Islam, tend to see time as being linear, moving in a straight line
from the beginning of the universe to its end. Being limited and unre-
peatable, time is important. In some other religions, such as Buddhism,
however, time is cyclical. The universe simply moves through endless
changes, which repeat themselves over grand periods of time. In such
a religion, time is not as crucial or “real” because, ultimately, the uni-
verse is not moving to some final point; consequently, appreciating the
present may be more important th ing oriented to the future.

5 “Human purpose In some religions, human beings are part of a great
divine plan, and although each person is unique, individual meaning
comes also from the cosmic plan. The cosmic plan may be viewed as a
struggle between forces of good and evil, with human beings at the
center of the stage and the forces of good and evil at work within
them. Because human actions are so important, they must be guided
by a prescribed moral code that is meant to be internalized by the
individual. This view is significant in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.
In contrast, other religions do not see human life in similarly dramatic
terms, and the individual is only part of much larger realities. In Dao-
ism and Shinto, a human being is a small part of the natural universe,
and in Confucianism, an individual is _part of the family and of socie iety.
Such religions place less emphasis on Individual rights and more
emphasis on how the individual can maintain harmony with the
vrv_h_o_le. Actions are not guided by an internalized moral system but by
society, tradition, and a sense of mutual obligation.

(. Words and scriptures In some religions, the sacred is to be found in writ*
ten and spoken words, and for those religions that use writing and cre-
.ate scriptures, reading, copying, and using sacred words in music or art
are important. We see the importance of words in indigenous religions
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of comparative religion has helped this process by opening people’s eyes to
those religions of the past in which goddesses were worshiped and women
played leading roles. Students of art, literature, and the history of religion
are finding abundant evidence of female mystics, poets, shamans, and
prophets. This is nudging several religious traditions to accept women in
areas where in earlier centuries they were not expected to have a role.
Although there are many resultant tensions (those in Buddhism, Christianity,
and Islam are currently receiving publicity), we can expect that women will
be widely successful in receiving full acceptance in roles of leadership. HH“J:W(‘

MULTIDISCIPLINARY APPROACHES TO THE
STUDY OF RELIGION

Religion has influenced so many areas of human life that it is a subject not
only of religious studies but of other disciplines, too. As we have seen, the
social sciences, in particular, have long studied religion. More recently, lin-
guistics, literary theory, and cultural studies have offered us new ways of
seeing and interpreting religion.

There are other approaches, too. We can focus our study on a single
religion or look at several religions at the same time. Believers may opt to
explore their own religion “from the inside,” while nonbelievers may want
to concentrate on the answers that several religions have given to a single
question, such as the purpose of human life. Following is a list of some
common approaches to religion.

| Psychology Psychology (Greek: “soul study”) deals with human mental
states, emotions, and behaviors. Despite being a fairly young discipline,
psychology has taken a close look at religion because it offers such rich
human “material” to explore. A few areas of study include religious influ-
ences on child rearing, human behavior, and self-identity; group dynam-
ics in religion; trance states; and comparative mystical experiences.

7)., Mythology The study of religious tales, texts, and art has uncovered
some universal patterns. Mythology is full of the recurrent images and
themes found in religions, such as the tree of knowledge, the ladder to
heaven, the fountain of life, the labyrinth, the secret garden, the holy
mountain, the newborn child, the suffering hero, initiation, rebirth, the
cosmic battle, the female spirit guide, and the aged teacher of wisdom.

| 3 Philosophy Philosophy (Greek: “love of wisdom”) in some ways origi-

; ‘nated from a struggle with religion; although both arenas pose many
of the same questions, philosophy does not automatically accept the
answers given by any religion to the great questions. Instead, philoso-
phy seeks answers independently, following reason rather than reli-
gious authority, and it tries to fit its answers into a rational, systematic
whole. Some questions philosophy asks are, Does human life have any
purpose? Is there an afterlife? and How should we live? Philosophy is
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that is similar to—and may have influenced—the biblical story of Noah
and the flood. Axcheology can also reveal religious material that
enables scholars to decipher an entire writing system. For example, the
discovery in the early nineteenth century of the Rosetta Stone (which
contained the same inscription in three different scripts) led researchers
to unlock the meaning of Egyptian hieroglyphics.

& Linguistics and literary theory The study of linguistics has sometimes
involved a search for patterns that may underlie all languages. But lin-

guistics has occasionally also suggested general patterns and structures
that may underlie something broader than language alone: human con-
sciousness. This interest in underlying patterns has brought new atten-
tion to the possible structures behind religious tales, rituals, and other
expressions of religious beliefs and attitudes. Linguistics has also exam-
ined religious language for its implications and often-hidden values.
(Consider, for example, the various implications of the religious words
sin and sacred.) Literary theory, on the other hand, has studied the writ-
ten texts of religion as reflections of the cultural assumptions and values
that produced the texts. Literary theory has thus pointed out some of the
ways in which religions have reflected and promoted the treatment of
women and minorities, for example, as different from or inferior to more
dominant groups. Literary theory has also shown that nonwritten mate-
rial—such as religious statues, paintings, songs, and even films—can also
be viewed as forms of discourse and can therefore also be studied in the
same ways that written texts are studied.

The use of theory for the study of religion is not limited to the
fields of linguistics and literature. In fact, increasing numbers of aca-
demic disciplines are studying religions as part of the human search
for understanding. Thus a scholar in'the field of art may see and
interpret religions as forms of art. Specialists in psychology may inter-
pret religions primarily as expressions of individual human needs.
Sociologists may see religions as ways of shaping groups and of pro-
moting and maintaining group conformity. The viewpoints of these
and other disciplines can also be adopted by scholars of religion as
keys to understanding the complexities of religions.

KEY CRITICAL ISSUES

As an academic discipline, the field of religious studies is now more than two
hundred years old, and scholars have become increasingly aware of the com-
plexity of their task. Among the questions they ask are, What should we study
in order to properly understand religions? What attitudes should we have
when we study the religions of others? How can researchers be objective?
Studying religions may seem a fairly straightforward, though time-
consuming, endeavor: scholars read the scriptures of the various religions,
talk with practitioners, visit or research the sacred sites, and experience the
major ceremonies. We must keep in mind, though, that in the first century
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of comparative religious scholarship, scholars had little ability to travel.

Their studies were often limited to what they could read. Scholars would

read the scriptures of specific religions, read accounts by others who had

experienced some of -the sacred sites and rituals, make comparisons based
on what they had read, and publish their conclusions. Moreover, because
archeology and anthropology were only in their earliest stages as disciplines,
they could not be utilized to enhance scholars’ studies and conclusions.

Among scholars who had to rely on such an approach—sometimes called

! “armchair scholarship”—were James Frazer and E. B. Tylor, mentioned ear-

lier. But the limitations of that style of work soon became apparent.

Sometimes the texts of the scriptures were incomplete, or the transla-
tions that scholars might need to depend on were not accurate. Also, scrip-
tures of many religions often contain hagiography (Greek: “holy writing” or

"“saint writing”). Hagiography is not objective history, written to present dry

facts, but rather it is storytelling whose aim is to inspire devotion; some or

all of the details might be pious elaboration. Again, outside help (from arche-
ology and other sciences) was unavailable to check scriptural stories for

; historical accuracy.

‘ Another large area of concern involved the study of religions that did
not have written scriptures but had only oral traditions. Scholars of religion
asked numerous questions: How should the oral traditions be studied prop-
erly? In the case of oral religions, are religious artifacts and ritual words the
equivalent of scriptures? And how can we understand the meaning of reli-
gious rituals and artifacts for the people who actually use them?

In more recent times, scholarship in religions has increasingly been car-
ried out by people trained in the behavioral sciences. This scientific tendency
' began seriously with the work of the French sociologist Emile Durkheim

! (1858-1917). Before Durkheim, it was commonly thought that each major

' religion was the creation of a “great founder.” But Durkheim insisted on
studying religions as group phenomena that were subject to social laws. He
pointed out that religious behavior is relative to the society in which it is
found, and that a society will often use a religion to reinforce its own values.

C)— Durkheim argued that societies, rather than great founders, create religions.
Durkheim based his conclusions on research, and he urged thinkers to base
their conclusions on evidence rather than mere speculation.’®

The study of religion has been influenced more recently by other French
thinkers. Their work is connected with the social sciences but involves many
disciplines. Claude Lévi-Strauss (b. 1908), one of the most fertile thinkers,

' spent the early part of his career in Brazil, where he studied the cultures of

' tribal peoples. His experiences there led to a lifelong interest in mythology.

' Lévi-Strauss explored tribal stories of the Americas and recognized, despite
differences in their details, some extraordinary structural similarities. This
insight led to his exploration into the structures underlying kinship relations,

: social relationships, and language. He came to argue for an underlying

: structure-making process in the human mind, which helps all human beings

give meaningful form to their experiences and languages. The influence of
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groups, analyzing how they are identified, viewed, and even “created” by
societies. His major books considered prisoners, medical patients, those
labeled insane, so-called deviants, and other marginalized groups. He
pointed out how society has, over centuries, viewed these groups differently,
according to its current view of the marginal group.

Jacques Derrida (1930-2004) continued this kind of multidisciplinary
work. His primary training was in philosophy, but he was also intrigued by
linguistics and the behavioral sciences. (In French academic practice, these
disciplines are known collectively as the “human sciences,” and they are
seen as interconnected fields more so than in typical Anglo-American aca-
demic practice.) Although first known as a structuralist, Derrida moved
away from grand theories to focus on issues of language, meaning, and
interpretation.

Derrida is especially known for his efforts to go beyond and behind
ordinary interpretations of texts and other cultural elements. He begins by
rejecting any expected interpretation—a technique called deconstruction. In
literature and film, for example, the practice of deconstruction encourages
people to examine works in unexpected ways. In traditional literary studies,
novels and films have been examined in terms of their plots and character
development. In contrast, a deconstructionist approach may look at the
unstated values that underlie behavior—values that often express and main-
tain a particular culture or period. Thus we can investigate novels and films
for their attitudes toward indigenous people, women, children, the old, the
young, the poor, the rich, immigrants, and many other groups. (To show
how widely the technique can be applied, Derrida once said in an interview
in a restaurant that even the surrounding restaurant, with its food and cli-
entele, could be deconstructed.) The implications of deconstruction for reli-
gion have been important. For example, scriptural texts can be investigated
for their cultural values and biases. Likewise, ceremonies, Raintings, ritual
objects, and religious buildings may also be viewed as “texfs” that can be
decons d for the attitudes and values that underlie them.

Increasingly, scholarly work in religions depends heavily on anthropo-
logical investigation in the field, done by specialists who have learned the
necessary languages and have lived among the people they study. One
anthropologist who became highly regarded for this type of research was
E. E. Evans-Pritchard (1902-1973), who lived among the Azande and Nuer
peoples in the Sudan. Anothgr esteemed researcher was the American
anthropologisl926—2006), who lived in Bali, Java, and
Morocco and wrote about the specific religious practices there. Geertz cham-
pioned what he called “thick description”—a description not only of rituals
and religious artifacts but also o i ing for practitioners.

This research-based approach would seem to be a valuable way to study
religions. But it raises its own problems and questions: Are we listening only to
the opinions of the researcher, or are the voices of the people who are studied
truly being heard? Can an outsider, no matter how sensitive, be truly objective?
Doesn't a researcher automatically contaminate the research? And is it possible
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Science investigates;
religion interprets.
Science gives man
knowledge which is
power; religion gives
man wisdom which is

control.
—Martin Luther King Jr."”

or historical period that the individual inhabits. (Think of the difference
between being a Christian in the Roman Empire of the first century and
being a Christian in North America in the twenty-first century.) Lastly,
there is the fact that individuals in some societies, such as in China and
Japan, practice forms of religion that effortlessly blend elements from sev-
eral major religions.

Although this book obviously has not abandoned the category of world
religions, it tries to show that religions are not separate, homogeneous, or
unchanging. It sees world religions as grand patterns but recognizes that we
are true to these religions only when we acknowledge the great diversity
within them.

WHY STUDY THE MAJOR RELIGIONS
OF THE WORLD?

Because religions are so wide-ranging and influential, their study helps-
round out a person’s education, as well as enrich one’s experience of many
other related subjects. Let's now consider some additional pleasures and
rewards of studying religions.

|, Insight into religious traditions Each religion is interesting in its own
right, as a complex system of values, relationships, personalities, and
human creativity.

2Insight into what religions share The study of religions requires sympa-
thy and objectivity. While it is true that being a believer of a particular
religion brings a special insight that an outsider cannot have, it is also
true that an gutsider can appreciate things that are not always-abvious

B \’\"'}/tQ_thﬁ.iDSider. This is particularly true ot shared patterns of imagery,

belief, and practice.

.Insight into people Understanding a person’s religious background tells
us more about that person’s attitudes and values. Such understanding
is valuable for successful human relations—in both public life and
private life.

"k Tolerance and appreciation of differencey Because human beings are ~-
emotional creatures, their religions can sometimes allow inflamed

feelings to override common decency. As we see daily, religions can be
employed to justify immense cruelty. Examining the major religions of
the world helps us develop tolerance toward people of varying religious
traditions. In a multicultural world, tolerance of differences is valuable,
but enjoyment of differences is even better. Variety is a fact of nature,
and the person who can enjoy variety—in religion and elsewhere—is
a person who will never be tired of life.

ectual guestioning| Religions make claims about truth, yet some
of their views are not easy to reconcile. For example, doesn’t the
theory of reincarnation of the soul, as found in Hinduism, conflict

aN
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Appreciation for the arts Anyone attracted to painting, sculpture, music,
or. architecture will be drawn to the study of religions. Because numer-
ous religious traditions have been among the most significant patrons

of art, their study provides a gateway to discovering and appreciating
these rich works. :

< Enjoyment of travel One of the great pleasures of our age is travel.
Visiting the temple of Angkor Wat in Cambodia or a Mayan pyra-
mid in Mexico is quite different from just reading about them. The
study of world religions gives travelers the background necessary
to fully enjoy the many wonderful places they can now experience
directly.

e‘ Insight into family traditions Religions have influenced most earlier
cultures so strongly that their effects are readily identifiable in the
values of our parents and grandparents—even if they are not
actively religious individuals. These values include attitudes toward
education, individual rights, gender roles, sex, time, money, food,
and leisure.

\0 Help_in one’s own religious quest Not everyone is destined to become
an artist or a musician or a poet, yet each one of us has some
ability to appreciate visual arts, music, and poetry. In the same
way, although some people may not be explicitly religious, they
may have a sense of the sacred and a desire to seek ways to feel at
home in the universe. Those who belong to a religion will have
their beliefs and practices enriched by the study of the world’s
religions, because they will learn about their religion’s history,
major figures, scriptures, and influences from different points of
view. Others who have little interest in traditional religions yet
nonetheless have a strong interest in spirituality may view their
lives as a spiritual quest. For any person involved in a spiritual
search, it is extremely helpful to study a variety of religions. Stories
of others’ spiritual quests provide insights that we may draw on for
our own spiritual journey.

THE JOURNEY

With open minds, eager for the many benefits of studying religions, we now
begin an intellectual pilgrimage to many of the world’s important living
religions. We will first look at a sample of religions often associated with
native peoples across the globe. We will then go on to study religions that
emerged on the Indian subcontinent and then to the religions that arose in
China and Japan. Next we will travel to the area east of the Mediterranean
Sea—a generally arid region that nonetheless has been a fertile ground for
new religious ideas. Finally, we will encounter some of the newest religious
movements and will consider the modern religious search.







