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PREFACE

Religion is unquestionably a dynamic spiritual and political force in the world today.
Around the globe religious experiences and beliefs profoundly change individual lives
even as they influence politics and play a powerful role in international affairs. This
new volume, Religions of Asia Today, comprises one-half of the new sixth edition of
our textbook World Religions Today and addresses this reality by providing an intro-
ductory volume for college and university students.

Religions of Asia Today grew out of our several decades of experience in teaching
world religions. It is a product of our conviction that, for our students to understand
the daily news accounts of religions in our global situation, they need more than just
the ancient foundations of the world’s religions. Textbooks on world religions too
often have tended to emphasize historical origins and doctrinal developments, focus-
ing on the past and giving short shrift to the “modern” world. Many stressed a textual,
theological/philosophical, or legal approach, one that gave insufficient attention to the
modern alterations of these traditions. Most gave little attention to their social institu-
tions and their connections to political power. As a result, students came away with a
maximum appreciation for the origins and development of the classical traditions but
a minimum awareness of the continued dynamism and relevance of religious traditions
today. So, despite the growing visibility and impact of a global religious resurgence
and of the unprecedented globalization of all world religions, most textbooks have
not quite caught up. Religions of Asia Today extends our commitment to address this
situation for Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, with short chapters also devoted to
indigenous religions and global religions.

A short comment on the selection of this volume’s title, Religions of Asia Today,
and that of its companion volume, Religions of the West Today. While illustrating
our contemporary emphasis, these titles also highlight the difficulties of choosing apt
language in our postmodern, globalized world. The authors engaged in a spirited
debate to find agreement on the question of what terms to use as titles of the two new
volumes. Going back to the nineteenth century, a Eurocentric vantage point on the
world created the dichotomy “Western” religions versus “Eastern” (or “Oriental”)
religions. While it is true that any geographic, directional terms are arbitrarily con-
structed, the fact remains that the power of imperial Europe and its creation of the
new field of knowledge of religious studies coined these terms, and they endure. As
Kipling wrote, “East is East, and West is West, and never the twain shall meet.” In so
doing, Islam was commonly—and erroneously—shunted away from the “West” and

xvii
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distanced from the “Western” monotheisms of Christian and Judaism. All of Asia was
likewise lumped together, misleadingly, as “Eastern religions,” despite the extraordi-
nary diversity found there.

So we, as authors, found it problematic either to assent to this now-archaic
dichotomy or to find a completely satisfactory concise alternative. How could we
craft a textbook for the twenty-first century that highlights postcolonial and post-
modern perspectives while labeling our textbooks with nineteenth-century, colo-
nial terms? Such words recall stereotypes of the East as mysterious, mystical, and
unchanging (and therefore backward and unscientific). And yet today, in an age of
globalization, our students learn advanced mathematics, chemistry, and physics from
their professors from India, China, Japan, and other Asian countries. Moreover, they
are most likely to associate the term the East with the superiority of Japanese and
Korean automobiles, cutting-edge electronic technology, and the growing inter-
national prominence of the Chinese economy. Nevertheless, there are those who
remember the preglobalization era and fear that the old colonial stereotypes may still
linger.

Our solution is a somewhat awkward one that suggests scholarship still being
in transition to a new way of looking at the world. We chose to mix geographic
metaphors. So we have Religions of the West Today to highlight the grouping of the
Abrahamic faiths together; and we grouped Hinduism, Buddhism, and the traditions
of East Asia all under the title Religions of Asia Today, with the plural word religions
underlining their plurality. One of the problems with this choice is that Islam today
is also a major religion in Asia, with substantial communities in Pakistan, Bangladesh,
India, Indonesia, Malaysia, and China. We include a chapter on Islam in the present
volume to reflect this reality. We believe that this addition empowers instructors to
include in their courses the discussion of Islam in Asia, a possibility that recent events
in the world certainly justify. Of course, this still leaves the growing role of Christi-
anity in China and the major social and political role of Christianity in South Korea,
treated only in passing (in the “East Asian Religions” chapter). These are among the
reasons why we, as authors, had an extended and not fully resolved conversation about
both content and titles. It is a conversation that mirrors the complexities and perplex-
ities of our new global situation.

Religions of Asia Today continues the approach of the previous five editions of
World Religions Today, using historical coverage of religious traditions as a framework
to help students understand how faiths have evolved to the present day. Indeed,
we open most chapters with an “Encounter with Modernity.” These encounters
illustrate the tension between the premodern religious views and modernity. Each
chapter then returns to the origins of the tradition to trace the path that led to
this confrontation with “modernity.” We attempt to show not only how each
tradition has been changed by its encounter with modernity but also how each
religion in turn has influenced modernity. We would like to point out that we
have included the short chapter “Indigenous Religions” in this new edition. While
we realize that many instructors do not cover indigenous religions in their courses,



growing numbers do; however, those who wish can skip this chapter without neg-
ative impact.

The major theme and chapter structure of the earlier editions of World Religions
Today have been retained, though they have been updated, revised, and significantly
shortened. Chapter 2, on “Indigenous Religions,” has been improved by reflect-
ing current scholarship on the beliefs and practices that predate or live outside the
global traditions of Asia that make up the bulk of this book. A survey of indigenous
religions’ beliefs and practices could fill an entire book on its own, but we hope
this chapter manages to survey the range of traditions without making artificial

generalizations.

NEW TO THIS EDITION

The book’s major theme and chapter structure have been retained from the earlier
editions, though they have been updated and revised. Responding to reviewers, we
have shortened each chapter roughly 20 percent from the previous edition, while
trying to keep central issues in the spotlight. We have also updated chapter content to
reflect recent events at the time of writing. In response to reviewer suggestions, we
have included the following new content:

* NEW marginal definitions of Key Terms help students understand each
term within its immediate context.

¢ EXPANDED coverage of Sikhism (Chapter 3), Baha’i and Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses (Chapter 7)

FEATURES

Each chapter is enriched by a wide variety of thematic and special-topic boxes that
explore particular ideas or practices in some depth. It is our hope that these lively
and interesting boxes are seen as an integral part of the text, allowing students to
imagine how religion today is among the most colorful, lively, and striking of human
endeavors.

¢ “Gender Focus” boxes present additional information, beyond that in the
regular text, about different practices by believers of different sexes.

* “Rituals and Rites” boxes describe the ritual practices of believers, often
with a focus on ways these rites have changed over time.

PREFACE
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¢ “Contrasting Religious Visions” boxes compare the beliefs of two signif-
icant adherents of a faith who see the demands of their religion calling
believers in very different directions in the modern age. These demon-
strate that, no matter what religion we are examining, that very same
religious tradition can be used to promote both peacemaking and conflict.

¢ “Teachings of Religious Wisdom” boxes offer some of the primary texts
and formal teachings of different religions.

¢ “Tales of Spiritual Transformation” offer descriptions of religious experi-

ences in the believers’ own words.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIALS

Supplementary materials are available on the Oxford University Press Ancillary
Resource Center (ARC), a convenient, instructor-focused single destination for
resources to accompany your text. Accessed online through individual user accounts,
the ARC provides instructors with access to up-to-date ancillaries at any time while
guaranteeing the security of grade-significant resources. In addition, it allows OUP
to keep instructors informed when new content becomes available. Available on the
ARC:

* The Instructor’s Manual, which includes the following:
Chapter Summaries
Chapter Goals
Key Terms with definitions
Lecture outlines
Suggested web links and other resources
¢ A Computerized Test Bank, including 40 fill-in-the-blank, 40 multiple-
choice, 40 true/false, and 12 essay/discussion questions per chapter
* Lecture outlines as PowerPoint®-based slides

A link to the ARC is available on the Companion Website (www.oup.com/us/
esposito).

For the student: The Companion Website (www.oup.com/us/esposito) includes
the following student resources:

¢ Chapter goals
* Flashcards of Key Terms
* Suggested web links and other resources


http://www.oup.com/us/esposito
http://www.oup.com/us/esposito
http://www.oup.com/us/esposito

¢ Self-quizzes, containing 20 fill-in-the-blank, 20 multiple-choice, 20
true/false, and 6 essay/discussion questions per chapter, selected from the
Test Bank in the ARC

The Instructor’s Manual and Computerized Test Bank, as well as the student material
from the Companion Website, is also available in Learning Management System
Cartridges, in a fully downloadable format for instructors using a learning management
system in their courses.
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INTRODUCTION

n an age of globalization, human events reach through time and around the

world to transform our personal, social, economic, and political lives. Until the

modern period, the great world religions had largely divided the globe among

them, with some modest overlap. But in our postmodern era, all the world’s reli-
gions have members in every country or society. Just as Christians had migrated to
every city in the world by 1850, today Hindus, Buddhists, and Muslims are now
found in significant numbers in all large American and European cities and increas-
ingly in smaller ones. Today, anyone using the Internet can observe and even par-
ticipate in live webcam services in major temples, shrines, churches, mosques, and
monasteries from around the world; devotees can offer prayers, order rituals, or make
monetary offerings through their websites. This is globalization.

Essential to understanding globalization in the United States 1s the Immigration
Act of 1965, signed by President Lyndon Johnson. This act abolished the immigra-
tion system set up in 1924 and modified in 1952. The earlier system heavily favored
immigration from Europe and severely restricted immigration from other parts of the
world, especially Asia. The 1965 legislation dramatically changed the face of America.
As of 1950 in the United States, according to government figures, about 3.6 percent
of immigrants were from Asia; by the year 2000, more than 30 percent were.

In the 1950s, when people thought about religious diversity, it was limited
largely to Protestants, Catholics, and Jews. In the twenty-first century the situation is

<« With the Space Age, awareness that all humans share life in a global village has come to the
religions and cultures of the earth.
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CHAPTER 1

* INTRODUCTION

dramatically different. Almost daily the media takes note of new religious members
of the community—for example, a meditation retreat at a Korean Zen center in the
suburbs of Providence, Rhode Island; the opening of an Islamic mosque in St. Louis,
Missouri; or the dedication of a Hindu temple in Tampa, Florida.

Figure 1.1, compiled from Pew Foundation reports, census data, and other stud-
ies, offers an approximation of the number of adherents of the various religions found
in the world today, and their numbers in relation to one another. There is no reliable
exact count available or even possible for many reasons: the lack of surveys utilizing
the same criteria; disagreements about what is a branch of a world religion and what
is a “new religion”; and the paucity of census/survey data from the world’s two most
populous nations, India and China. Existing surveys that summarize religious identity
on a global level are extremely problematic due to these issues of definition, limited
global scope, and affiliation.

Central to any survey data is the assumption that a person can be listed under
one variable and be only that; but such an exclusive choice of one and only one reli-
gion does not very well capture the reality of world religions today. (For this reason,
the estimated percentages assigned to each tradition in Figure 1.1 exceed 100%.)
Even among those professing to be monotheists, there are now many hyphenated
identities (such as Buddhist Jew, Zen Christian, or agnostic Yoga devotee). Singu-
lar identity is even more problematic for representing the religious reality for most
people in Asia and the various indigenous peoples across the world, where many
follow more than one tradition. Demographers too often give a false sense of cer-
tainty to the pluralistic and fluid boundaries of the world’s religions today.

Why Study World Religions?

In the emerging global economy, most neighborhoods, workplaces, and schools
reflect this diversity as well. The beliefs and practices of world religions have become
part of the mosaic of American society. It is more and more likely that our neigh-
bors, classmates, and colleagues are ethnically, politically, and, yes, even religiously
diverse—coming from many parts of the globe (see Map 1.1). Understanding diverse
religions is necessary because it is now about understanding our neighbors. If we do
not understand each other, our misunderstandings may well lead to prejudice, con-
flict, and even violence.

The academic study of religion is one of the newest disciplines in the modern uni-
versity. Its beginnings go back to the emergence of the social sciences in the nineteenth
century, with the appearance of such fields as anthropology, sociology, and comparative
linguistics. One of the great founding fathers of this study was the Indologist Max Miiller
(1825—-1900), who argued that “the person who knows only one religion understands
none.”! It is only by studying the diverse expressions of religion throughout history and
across cultures that we come to understand its unity and diversity.
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23.8 million Sikhs (0.38%)

30 million “New Religions” (0.4%) [5]
14 million Jews (0.2%)

88 million Shinto practitioners (1%) [4]
4.2 million Jains (0.06%)
300 million Indigenous religions (5.2%) [3]

500 million Buddhists (7%)
2.2 billion Christians

700 million “East Asian (32%)
Diffuse Religion” (10.5%) [2]
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1.6 billion Muslims (23%)
1.1 billion Hindus (16%)

Notes:

[1] Includes atheists, agnostics, and people who do not self-identify with any particular religion in surveys. Studies
have also revealed that many of the “religiously unaffiliated” do have some religious beliefs. Some of the
religiously unaffiliated, for example, do express belief in God or a higher power, a view shared, for example, by 7%
of Chinese unaffiliated adults, 30% of French unaffiliated adults, and 68% of unaffiliated U.S. adults. Some of the
unaffiliated also engage in certain kinds of religious practices. For example, 7% of unaffiliated adults in France and
27% of those in the United States say they attend religious services at least once a year.

[2] A combination of Confucian, Daoist, and local religious devotions. This figure was estimated based on a
Chinese government statistic indicating that 44% of adults reported that they had worshipped at a graveside or
tomb in the survey year.

[3] Practice various folk or traditional religions, including African traditional religions, Indian tribal traditions, Native
American religions, and Australian aboriginal religions.

[4] This number for adherents to Shinto in Japan is based on recent surveys that have shown that 80% of
Japanese register their newborn children at a Shinto shrine, and that roughly the same number visit these temples
on New Year’s Day and other major traditional holidays.

[5] The formation of new religions has been a key hallmark of global religious life since 1750, and it has been
recorded on every continent. Some have come and gone (such as the “Shakers” in Colonial America); some have
arisen but to this day command the loyalty of few; most have arisen and spread in a particular region; a few have
become global in membership.

Prior to the 1960s, in the United States, one could not have studied religions
comparatively in secular and state universities. Only religious colleges and universities
offered courses and degrees in religion, and these were typically on the teachings of
their own denominations. If other religions came up for discussion it was usually to

Figure 1.1 The world's
maijor religions
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point out their “errors.” Then in the 1960s departments of religious studies began to
appear in nonreligious colleges and secular state universities. Responding to the new
diversity brought on by globalization, these departments began to offer courses on
non-Western as well as comparative religions. What they attempted was completely
new in history: They sought to understand and appreciate the diverse religious tradi-
tions of the world without prejudice toward any of them.

The academic study of religion requires the courage and compassion to empathet-
ically understand the diverse worldviews of others and the willingness to learn from
each. Its goal is not to show one religion is “right” and all others “wrong,” but rather
to show what humans have found compelling in each and how each tradition has
shaped history. The task in the study of world religions today is to overcome stereo-
types and glimpse the wisdom found in each of these traditions. To judge another’s
religion without understanding it and what it means to its members is to “prejudge”
them—that is the meaning of the word prejudice. When encountering beliefs and prac-
tices we do not understand, it is easy to fall into the trap of ridiculing them, saying,
“How can anyone possibly believe that?”” Certainly each of us wants to be understood
and respected, not stereotyped and dismissed. We need to extend that same courtesy
to all others as well. So in the academic study of religion we agree to set aside our
own beliefs and prejudices and to simply try to understand and appreciate the meaning
others find in their beliefs and practices.

Qur Task

In this book we focus on the diverse ways in which human beings have been religious
in the past and are religious today. Indeed, the last decades of the twentieth century
brought a global religious resurgence. This development defied earlier predictions
that civilization was becoming more secular, with a worldview increasingly based on
modern science. As a result, many scholars believed that religion would inevitably
disappear. The ongoing clash of traditional religions with contemporary scientific
and secular society is a2 major concern of this textbook. Awareness of this conflict is
essential if we are to understand the interactions between religions and cultures in
the world today. Every chapter thus begins with examples of a major controversy or
significant tension each religion now faces.

We describe our present time as one in transition between “modernity” and a
new “postmodern” era of globalization. To understand what is “new” about postmo-
dernity, we first have to understand the premodern period of the different religious
traditions and how the premodern worldview of each relates to and contrasts with the
modern period. In particular, we will have to compare the premodern period in each
tradition with the changes brought about by the “modern” era, which began with the
rise of modern science after 1500 and declined after World War II. In surveying world
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religions today, we shall not be able to cover everything that could be said about
them. Our selection will be governed primarily by the following question: What do
we need to know about the past to understand the role of religion in the world we
live in today? In order to understand many of the conflicts that we hear about in the
news, we need to understand how religious traditions profoundly shaped the world
to be the way it is today. Since religious beliefs are often at the center of the individ-
ual’s identity, and because religious communities are major actors in our world today,
studying world religions provides crucial insights for understanding our world. And
to do that, we must begin by introducing some basic concepts.

Understanding Religious Experience
and Its Formative Elements

Wherever we find religious practice, we will find certain key elements:

The Experience of Sacredness

Myth or Symbolic Story (typically embodied in sacred writing or scripture and
expressed in a system of beliefs)

Ritual

Community

Morality

Religious Leaders/Experts

Let us begin with a working definition of the term religion. The word religion has
its roots in Latin, the language of the Romans. Although its exact root is uncertain,
it is probably derived from the Latin religare, which literally means “to tie or bind”
and has the connotation of “acting with care.” It expresses our sense of being “tied
and bound” by relations of obligation to whatever powers we believe govern our
destiny—whether these powers are natural or supernatural, personal or impersonal,
one or many. Because our word religion comes from the Roman, it will be helptul to
understand their use of the word.

If you were to ask a group of Romans in the first century CE, “What religion are
you?”, they would not understand the question. However, if you asked instead, “Are
you religious?”, they would understand immediately. They might even respond: “Of
course, but who isn’t?”

In the first version of the question, the word religion is used as a noun. It sug-
gests that religion is a social group to which people can belong, and that you can be
a member of a specific religion only if you are not a member of another. This way
of understanding religion naturally arises among monotheists, who by definition
have chosen one god and excluded all others. However, the Romans did not have
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such an exclusive concept of religion. In rephrasing the original question as “Are
you religious?” you are no longer treating religion as a noun, describing something
you join. Instead, you are treating it as an adjective, describing a way of seeing,
acting, and experiencing all things. In most times and places throughout history,
people did not think of their practices as “a religion”—a separate reality they had to
choose to the exclusion of all others. Today in Japan, for instance, it is possible for
a person to practice Buddhism, Daoism, Confucianism, and Shintoism. This may
seem odd from the monotheistic perspective of Western religions, where one can
be, for instance, a Muslim or a Christian or a Jew but not two or more at the same
time. And yet, paradoxically, Jews, Christians, and Muslims all claim to worship the
same God.

The Sacred

Religion is about what people hold sacred, what matters more than anything else to
them—namely, their destiny individually and collectively. For all human beings in all
places and all times throughout history, religion has been about power and meaning
in relation to human destiny. The word religion is derived from the Latin word religio
that had two roots: the verb religare, which literally means “to tie or bind,” and the
adjective religere, meaning “careful or respectful [to the supernatural].”

Ancient peoples everywhere believed that the powers governing their destiny
were the forces of nature. Why? Because nature was experienced as that awesome
collection of powers that surround and, at times, overwhelm human beings. On the
one hand, nature provides life and many of its necessities (food, clothing, shelter,
etc.); but on the other hand, nature may turn on people, destroying them through
earthquakes, storms, or floods. Therefore the forces of nature evoke in human beings
the ambivalent feeling of both fascination and dread. Rudolf Otto (1869-1937), a
pioneer in the comparative study of religions, argued that the presence of these two
ambivalent emotions is a sure sign that one is in the presence of the sacred. A defining
mark of religious experience across cultures, these emotions are stirred by the uncanny
experience of being in the presence of a power (or powers) that determines not only
how well one lives, but whether one lives or dies.

Religion as a form of human experience and behavior, therefore, is not just about
purely “spiritual” things. Nor can the study of religion globally be defined only by
gods or God. People’s religiousness has proven to be as diverse as the forms of power
they believe govern human destiny. These powers have ranged from gods as forces of
nature to the unseen ancestral spirits or spirits associated with sacred places, to more
impersonal sacred forces or energies; or even the mysterious power(s) that govern
history. Hence, whatever powers we believe govern our destiny will elicit a religious
response from us and inspire us to wish “to tie or bind” ourselves to these powers in
relations of ritual obligation. Thus tied or bound, we will act respectfully and carefully
in relation to these powers, to ensure that they will be on our side.

9
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How do we know what our obligations to these powers are? Throughout history
this knowledge has been passed down from one generation to the next through myth
and ritual.

Myth, Scripture, and Beliefs

Our word myth comes from the Greek mythos, which means “story.” Myth, we
could say, is a symbolic story about the origins of the world and destiny of human
beings. Myth “ties and binds” human beings in relations of obligation to whatever
powers they believe govern their destiny and explains what these powers expect of
them. Unlike the contemporary English use of myth to indicate an untrue story or a
misunderstanding based on ignorance, every religious tradition uses myth to convey
the deepest and most profound truths about life. These truths are expressed through
grand stories of creation and destiny rather than in abstract theories. After the inven-
tion of writing (about 3000 BCE), these stories came to be written down, creating
what we now call the “scriptures” of the various religions. Because these scriptures
tell the stories about the power or powers that govern human destiny, they have been
treated as sacred scriptures and passed on from one generation to the next.

For students of world religions, understanding the symbolic nature of much of
religious language is a key challenge. To understand a religious story literally can

often lead to misunderstanding its meaning and so make it seem false. For example,
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in Western biblical tradition, the Psalms
say: “God is my shepherd,” just as Bud-

dhist scriptures refer to their founder, the
Buddha, as “a bull of a man.” We know
such statements are not meant literally:
God is not literally a shepherd, nor is the
Buddha literally a bull.

Statements like these are metaphor-
ical. They use familiar things to help
explain what is less familiar—a real-
ity that is mysterious or even beyond
human language. Shepherds and bulls
we can see and know something about,
but God or a Buddha is more myste-
rious. A person who says “God is our
shepherd” has expressed the thought
that God is like a shepherd, in the sense
that God watches over and cares for
persons in the same way a shepherd
tends his sheep. Similarly, “Buddha
was a bull of a man” expresses the con-
viction that the man who
achieved enlightenment
was strong and powerful.
These metaphors both
assert that the Buddha and
God are realities that can
always be relied upon.

Not all religious expe-
riences are theistic, reflecting belief in one or more gods. Theravada Buddhists in
ancient India refused to use the Hindu words roughly equivalent to the English word
God to describe their religious understanding. Instead they spoke of the emptiness and
inadequacy of all spoken metaphors to explain their goal, the blissful state of nirvana
(see Chapter 7). And yet they too used metaphors to try to help people understand
what they had experienced as the “blowing out of the flame of desire,” which leads
to liberation from all suffering.

In fact, the word God, which is so central to the Abrahamic religious traditions
(Judaism, Christianity, Islam), is just one of many diverse terms used in different reli-
gions and cultures across the world to designate the ultimate reality, that which is
the highest in value and meaning for the group. This class of terms includes not only
the personal God of Western theism but also the impersonal Brahman of Hinduism,
the transpersonal nirvana of Buddhism, and the impersonal power of the Dao at work
in all things that is central to Chinese religions.

11
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INTRODUCTION

Here lies the challenge, mystery, and fascination of studying the religions of the
world: Do differences in religious terminology reflect experiences of different reali-
ties? Or are they different expressions or ways of describing the same reality? Because
religious metaphors come out of particular historical contexts and because they are
symbolic forms of expression, to understand the religious languages and messages of
different religious traditions requires that we put ourselves in the time and place of
their origins. We must use our sympathetic imagination to understand the met-
aphors used. Different cultures and different generations have each contributed to
the rich variety of metaphors used to illuminate the mystery and meaning of human
existence.

Religious language, as symbolic language, can take one of two forms: analogy or
negation. The metaphor “God is my shepherd” is an example of the way of analogy
(via analogia). In these metaphors, we use familiar words to create an analogy that
describes something less familiar. However, there is another form of religious lan-
guage, the way of negation (via negativa). This way of speaking religiously proceeds
not by asserting what God or ultimate reality is (or is like) but by saying what it is not.
This approach is very typical of mystical traditions. The Muslim mystic declares that
Allah is “nothing,” stating that Allah (God) is beyond (i.e., transcends) or is different
from anything in our material universe and experience. Allah is not this thing and not
that thing. Allah is in fact no “thing” at all. Being beyond all finite things and thus
transcendent, Allah must be said to be no-thing.

In general, Western monotheism has emphasized the way of analogy by saying
that there is one God who is like humans, able to “know” and to “love,” but in a
superior fashion. Thus, God is described as all-knowing, all-loving, or all-powerful.
By contrast, Buddhism, of all the religions, has emphasized most strongly the way
of negation, insisting that what is most valuable or true cannot be either named
or imaged. Yet both ways are found in all traditions. Some Jewish, Christian, and
Muslim mystics have referred to God as a “Nothingness,” even as some Hindus have
referred to the ultimate reality as a cosmic person rather than an impersonal power.
Moreover, we should note that these two ways do not really conflict, for the way of
analogy itself implies the way of negation. That is, every time we say God is like some
thing, we are at the same time saying God is not literally that thing. Every analogy
implies a negation.

Our discussion of religious language should help us to appreciate just how chal-
lenging it can be to study and compare various religious traditions. Just as religious
communities and religious traditions from different parts of the world use different
metaphors and symbols, they also mix the way of analogy and the way of negation.
Therefore, two different traditions sometimes talk about the same human experience
in ways that seem to be totally contradictory. For example, it may seem that a Jewish
theist and a Theravada Buddhist hold diametrically opposed religious beliefs, for Jews
believe in a personal God who created the universe and Theravada Buddhists do not.
Yet, when we look more closely at Jewish beliefs, we discover that Jews believe that
God can be neither named nor imaged, even as Theravada Buddhists believe that
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ultimate truth is beyond all names and images. And yet, in both traditions, expe-
riencing the nameless is said to make one more human or compassionate, not less.

After learning about the traditions covered in this book, you might conclude that
perhaps theistic and nontheistic religious experiences are really not far apart. However,
it is also possible that they might be seen as truly different. To pursue this great human
question, we must begin by withholding judgment and simply try to understand how
stories and rituals shape people’s views, values, and behavior. Perhaps the real measure
of comparison should be how people live their lives rather than the apparently diverse
images and concepts they hold. If both Jews and Buddhists, for example, are led by
their religious experiences and beliefs to express compassion for those who suffer or
are in need, then clearly the two faiths are similar in that very important respect.

Ritual

Ritual actions, like myths, “tie and bind” the individual and the community to the
sacred. Such actions often involve the symbolic reenactment of the stories that are
passed on from one generation to the next. Typically myth and ritual are closely tied
to the major festivals or holy days of a religious tradition and illuminate the meaning
of human destiny in relation to sacred powers. By celebrating a cycle of festivals spread
throughout the year, people come to dwell in the stories that tell them who they are,
where they came from, and where they are going.

Religious rituals recall important events in the history of each faith: the “Night
Journey” of the Prophet Muhammad, the enlightenment of the Buddha, the death of
Jesus Christ, the birthday of Confucius. In other rituals, the faithful offer gifts to the
supernatural beings to whom they ascribe a power to profoundly affect their lives. Still
other rituals require circumcision, tattoos, or burn marks to set the believers off from
nonbelievers, fostering in-group solidarity. The consumption of certain foods as part
of some rituals suggests that the believer can acquire the “same essence” as the divine
through ingestion, as in the Christian communion, Hindu puja, or tribal eating of a
totemic animal to affirm common identity.

We should not assume that rituals only communicate ideas or beliefs. Religions
are not confined to doctrines regarding the sacred. Rather, they include rituals that,
in their own right, tie and bind people to each other and to cosmic meaning. Being
religious thus entails taking decisive action at certain times, while abstaining from
activities at other times. For example, at specific times gifts may be offered to super-
natural beings or pilgrimages made to sacred places. At other times, religion might
require abstaining from food (fasting).

For many believers, acting in the prescribed manner, called orthopraxy (correct
practice), is more important than orthodoxy (correct belief)—acceptance of the doc-
trines set forth in texts and formulated by scholars. Performing the five daily Muslim
prayers, visiting a Buddhist or Hindu temple to offer flowers on the full moon day,
cleaning a Chinese family’s ancestral grave during the spring festival, or being baptized
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INTRODUCTION

as a Christian—all these acts are as central to “being religious,” as is adopting beliefs
or doctrines defined as orthodox.

The great annual festivals in the world’s religions give devotees a break from
the profane time of normal working life and reinforce important ties with family
and fellow devotees. The need to orchestrate such crucial ritual actions leads
followers to create the religious institutions that occupy central places in their
societies.

Community and Morality

Myth and ritual shape unique communities to foster the way of life that emerges
out of their religious experiences. Religion not only ties us to the sacred powers we
believe govern our destiny; it also binds us to each other. Consequently, in most reli-
gious traditions, ritual and morality have been closely intertwined. “Right” is often
defined by ‘“rite”—the ritual patterns of behavior that keep life sacred. Morality is
an inherent dimension of religious experience, for religion not only concerns sacred
powers but also describes the way of life to be followed.

The sacred—what matters most to a given
community—provides the ground for the moral
experience of the virtuous life. The blueprint for
what is just or moral is expressed in myth and
ritual. Take, for example, the Jewish festival of
Yom Kippur. This is the occasion at the beginning
of a new year for each person to repent, to seek
and offer forgiveness for the ways each has harmed
others. Each person also resolves to live more com-
passionately and justly in the new year.

Once we realize that religion is about what
people hold sacred and the way of life that is called
for by such beliefs, then it makes sense to say that
all morality has a religious dimension, because
every morality is grounded in religious experience,
namely in the experience of what is held sacred in
a given community. In this sense even the morality
of atheists or others, who may not think of them-
selves as religious, can be said to have a religious
dimension—to the degree that certain values are
held sacred. Such an observation still leaves open
the philosophical question of the degree to which
a tradition’s sacred morality is truly ethical, for
ethics is the questioning of sacred moralities, asking
whether what people customarily say is good or
virtuous really is good or virtuous.
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Religious Leaders/Experts

In every religion we will find specialists: the shamans, priests, ministers, monks,
rabbis, scholars, and teachers who mediate between the sacred power(s) and the
community by explaining the myths and performing the rituals. The world’s oldest
religious specialist 1s the shaman. This man or woman goes into a trance to leave his
or her body and go to the spirit realm. There, he or she communicates with sacred
ancestors and supernatural beings (spirits, gods, demons, ghosts). Practitioners of this
art (also called mediums or oracles) are depicted on cave walls across Eurasia from the
Neolithic period 25,000 years ago. Shamans still exist in many parts of the world, not
only among indigenous peoples but also within or alongside the great world religions
(see Chapter 2).

Since the invention of writing in 3000 BCE, the great world religions have
relied on written materials and on scholars who have learned to write and read and
thereby interpret the sacred texts. These keepers of the sacred writings translate
their meanings for the great majority of followers, most of whom, until the modern
era, were illiterate. The Confucian masters, the Muslim ulama, and the Hindu
brahmin are examples of this religious specialist. And then there are those who
specialize in being spiritual teachers, such as the Hindu guru, the Jewish rabbi, or
the Sufi Muslim shaykh. Although we can point to interesting comparative patterns
among religious rituals and between religious teachers, it is also true to say that each
tradition can and must be known by its own unique set of religious practitioners

and institutions.
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CHAPTER 1

* INTRODUCTION

The Great Religious Stories of the World

As human beings, we are not just storytellers, we are “storydwellers.” We live in our sto-
ries and make sense of the world through them. Even our understanding of what is good
and evil is shaped by the kind of story we see ourselves in and the role we see ourselves
playing in that story. Although religious stories need not be about gods and other spiri-
tual beings, most of the earliest stories that have shaped human religious life have been.

There are four main types of religious stories, each of which presents a symbolic
story of the origins and destiny of human beings and the challenges they face in striv-
ing to realize their sacred destiny. (Consult Figure 1.2, the “World Religions in Per-
spective” chart, when reading this section.) These four main types of sacred story are:

myths of nature
myths of harmony
myths of liberation
myths of history

Myths of Nature

The earliest religious stories are myths of nature. These are stories about the powers
of nature that govern human destiny and portray them as either personal beings (gods,
spirits, and sacred ancestors) or impersonal powers. Such religions tend to see time as
cyclical, always returning to the moment just before creation. Just as winter and death
are followed by spring and new life, starting the earthly cycles all over again, time is an
endless loop. Myth and ritual are the means to erase the distance between “now” and
the time of origins, “in the beginning,” when the gods or ancestral spirits first created
the world. In such stories the problem of life is time. Time inevitably brings sickness,
decline, and death. The ideal in human life is to return to the newness of life at the
beginning of creation, before time began.

The means for bringing about this return is the recitation of the myths and the
performance of rituals reenacting creation. Hunter-gatherer stories emphasize the fer-
tility of the earth, the relations with animals and plants, the need for the ritual renewal
of life in harmony with the seasons, and the role the tribe plays in maintaining the
eternal cosmic order. In many of these societies, a shaman is the spiritual leader; as
will be seen in Chapter 2, the shaman’s trance journeys restore harmony between the
human community, spirits, and the forces of nature.

China and the Myths of Harmony

In China the great cosmic story was that of the Dao (sometimes rendered Tao).
The universal Dao, which all beings share, is the source of harmony in the universe.
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CHAPTER 1

* INTRODUCTION

The Dao is at work, hidden in all the forces of nature. One’s true self is knowable
only in relation to the Dao. All of creation works through combinations of comple-
mentary opposites of yin and yang, of dark and light, of earth and heaven, of female
and male. Yin and yang are never polar opposites; rather, each flows into the other
with no absolute division, the way day flows into night and night into day. The ideal
for human life, then, is balance and harmony. The great problem of existence is the
disharmony that occurs when the elements of self, society, and/or the universe are
out of balance.

To restore balance, two different religions emerged in China: Daoism and Con-
fucianism. Both sought to bring harmony between heaven and earth, self and society.
These two traditions offered very different means to overcome the problem and real-
ize the ideal. Daoist sages urged humans to seek harmony with the rhythms of nature
through cultivating wu-wei, the art of “not doing,” or not interfering with the natural
flow of life. By contrast, the Confucian sages urged humans to establish harmony in
society through the practice of [i, the ritual observance of obligations attached to one’s
station in society. They taught that people can be in harmony with the rhythms of the
universe only when individuals know their place in the social order, (as child, parent,
citizen etc.), cultivate their character, and sacrifice their self-interest for the good of
the whole society.

India and the Myths of Liberation

In ancient India, life was also seen in relation to the cycles and rhythms of nature. Its
priests enacted powerful rituals to control the gods behind all cosmic activity. But in
India these rhythms were ultimately to be escaped, not affirmed. Human existence
is seen as unsatisfactory not because there is nothing good about life but because it
is transient and always ends in old age, sickness, and death. The problem of life is
human entrapment in an endless cycle of suffering and rebirth; the highest goal was
to overcome these traps. The ultimate goal of all the great religions originating in
India is to destroy the delusions fostered by our selfish desires, for only when these are
mastered can humans be freed from the wheel of death and rebirth. In that moment
of liberation or enlightenment, one will find blissful union with ultimate reality and
liberation from rebirth.

For most Hindus, the true self (atman) is the same as the eternal Brahman in
either the personal or impersonal form. Buddhism suggests that an eternal self is a
delusion, for all selves are empty; one who realizes the illusion of a permanent self
advances on the path to nirvana or enlightenment, and closer to liberation from
rebirth.

Hinduism and Buddhism developed a variety of means, called yogas, for achieving
liberation or enlightenment. These range from disciplined ritual activity and the self-
less performance of one’s duties, to seeking spiritual knowledge through meditation,
or cultivating selfless devotion toward a particular god or goddess.



THE GREAT RELIGIOUS STORIES OF THE WORLD 19

The Middle East and the Myths of History

The myths of nature, of harmony, and of liberation use the human experience of the
rhythms and cycles of nature as the basis for religious metaphors and symbolic lan-
guage expressed in sacred stories. In the myths of history, by contrast, it is not nature
but history from which the metaphors for religious experience are primarily drawn.
While all religions communicate their traditions by telling stories, only the religions
of the Middle East, beginning with Judaism, make “story” itself the central metaphor
of religious expression. Unlike the eternally cyclical rhythms of nature, stories have a
beginning and an end. Ancient Judaism conceived of the cosmos as a great unfolding
story told by a great divine storyteller (God): In the beginning God spoke, the world
was created, and the story of revelation began.

Three versions of this story of revelation arose in the Middle East—first the Judaic,
then the Christian, and finally the Islamic. For each of these, human beings are con-
sidered human by virtue of being children of the one God who created all things. All
three traditions tell the myth of Adam and Eve as the first human beings, and venerate
the patriarch Abraham, whom each considers the true model of faith and obedience
to divine revelation. In all three, the problem of life is viewed as “sin”—failing to

Hindu women pay
homage fo the god of
the sun during the Chat
Puja festival on the banks
of the Hooghly River in
the eastern Indian city of
Caleutta. Thousands of
Hindu devotees reached
the riverside at sunset
and will spend the night

praying.
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pray.

follow God’s will or laws, a combination of idolatry and human selfishness that leads
to injustice. The ideal goal of life is for humans to be in harmony with the will of

God, whereupon peace and justice will reign and death will be overcome.

While all three religions believe that the means for bringing about this era of peace
and triumph over death are obedience to the will of God, each has its own unique
complement to that obedience. In Judaism, it is study and debate over the meaning of
God’s Word; in Christianity, acceptance of divine aid through the incarnation of God;
and in Islam, submission to the will of God. Although each of the three Abrahamic
religions has its own story of the cosmos, full of many trials, triumphs, and tragedies,
each tells of the human-divine story having a happy ending. In contrast to the myths
of nature, harmony, and liberation, traditions founded on myths of history regard time
not as the enemy but as the vehicle for encountering the ultimate reality, which is God.
The goal is not to escape time by returning to the beginning through ritual, nor rising
above time in mystical ecstasy, but to meet God in time and make a journey with God
through time. Time for the faithful is promising, and the future is ultimately hopeful.

Religious Diversity and Historical Change:
The Structure of This Book

Each of these religious traditions speaks to the problem of morality by helping the
individual to get beyond the self-centeredness that came with urban individualism and
to grasp the essential unity and interdependence of all human beings. And each sought
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to provide life with meaning by depicting individuals and communities as participat-
ing in a great cosmic story that gives drama and purpose to human life. In addition,
these stories show individuals a way to overcome the finality of death.

We need to refine the picture of the world’s religions we have just created. When
we stand back at a great distance we can use the four types of myth or story—those of’
nature, harmony, liberation, and history—to classify the various religions. As we get
closer, we discover that each of these stories has variations expressing internal differ-
ences in doctrine and in practice.

In the chapters to come we will examine how human beings struggle to con-
tinue the religiousness of their ancestors in a radically different, fast-changing, and
globalizing world. We will see how Western civilization gave birth to modernity
and, through its colonial expansion, spread its religious and cultural influence around
the world, disrupting premodern religious cultures everywhere. Colonialism is part
of the story of virtually all religions and civilizations, East and West. But after 1492,
modern Western colonialism came closest to achieving global domination. Propelled
by European colonialism, Christianity became the first faith to spread globally, forc-
ing every religion to reckon with its beliefs, its practices, and its critiques of other
religions.

We will also describe how colonialism, in turn, provoked postcolonial reactions
that have divided those in each religious tradition into three groups:

1. Fundamentalists, who reject important aspects of modernity and want
to go back to what they perceive as the purity of an “authentic” social/
political order manifested in the sacred way of life of their ancestors.

2. Modernists, who seek an accommodation of their religious tradition to the
insights of science and the social and political realities of modern life.

3. Postmodernists, who, while rejecting the dominance of science and West-
ern modernity, seeck a new situation that affirms the role of religion in
public life in a way that embraces religious and cultural diversity. Post-
modernists are open to change in their religious tradition in this regard.

While some fundamentalists reject everything modern, most accept modern tech-
nology while rejecting changes suggested by the sciences that would call into ques-
tion the fundamentalists’ religious worldview. Earlier we spoke of “orthodoxy” as
“right belief,” and while many fundamentalists would consider themselves orthodox,
not all those who call themselves orthodox would consider themselves fundamen-
talists. Very often orthodox movements will interpret their scriptures allegorically
or symbolically, while fundamentalists tend to interpret their scriptures literally. For
instance, an orthodox Christian might interpret the seven days of creation as symbolic
periods of undetermined length. A fundamentalist, however, would be inclined to
say, “No, we are talking about creating the world literally in seven 24-hour periods
of time, so scientific accounts of the origin and development of the universe over
millennia are false.”

colonialism: the
political, social,
cultural, and economic
domination of one
society by another

fundamentalist: one
who rejects aspects

of modernity and
wants to return to the
perceived foundational
purity of an ancestral
sacred social/political
order, or way of life
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Among modernists and postmodernists, most argue that some parts of the religious
tradition must change. What is distinctive about the modernist view is that human
understanding of religious truth and practice is subject to historical change and devel-
opment, a notion that fundamentalists find abhorrent, even blasphemous.

As Figure 1.3 indicates, religions should not be studied as abstract beliefs but
as the beliefs and practices of real people. The range of beliefs that humans adopt
in any religious tradition range from the virtuosos to the average believers and the
hardly observant. The elite have a complete commitment and lifestyle to the highest
religious ideals. At the other extreme are those who are indifferent to doctrine or
who disbelieve. In learning about world religions, being attentive to this variance
offers clues about how religion has brought out the best and worst of humanity in
history.

Our treatment of the history of each tradition in each chapter will be organized
as follows:

* Overview

* Encounter with Modernity
® Premodern

* Modern

* Postmodern

* Conclusion

The overview at the start of each chapter introduces the basic worldview of the
religious tradition. The section that follows, “Encounter with Modernity,” describes
a particular moment in which premodern religious traditions clashed with the modern
worldview and explains the diverse responses that emerged from that encounter. Next,
each chapter will shift back to the premodern period and the origins and development
of the tradition, to better explain why modernity represents a challenge to it. This
period is accounted for in two phases—a formative period, which traces the origins
of the traditions, and a classical period, which explains its fully developed premodern
beliefs, rituals, and institutions.

The section on modernity traces the diverse fundamentalist and modernist
responses that developed in each tradition as it was challenged and threatened by
Western colonialism and its modern scientific/technological worldview. This is fol-
lowed by a postmodern section, in which we survey the most recent reactions to the
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adaptations each tradition has made to the modern world. These reactions tend to be
postcolonial revolutions (in most regions, after 1945) to reclaim religious and cultural
identities that existed before the advent of modern Western colonialism. In this way
we show why the world, with all its possibilities for coexistence and conflict, is the
way it is today. The conclusion to each chapter addresses the implications of this his-
tory for the future of each tradition.

Historical Overview: From
Premodern to Postmodern

The structure of this book revolves around two great transitions in human history:

Premodern to Modern
Modern to Postmodern

The first began with urbanization, and the second begins with globalization.

From about 8000 BCE the domestication of plants and animals made village life
possible. Acquisition of agricultural skill then allowed the development of the first
great cities, from approximately 3000 BCE, bringing about a great transformation in
human experience. Urban life drew people together out of different tribal groups. In
the earliest indigenous human groups, everyone lived close to the rhythms of nature,
in extended families or clans that shared a common way of life and lived by the same
myths and rituals. In the cities people came together from different groups, bringing
with them different stories, different rituals, and different family identities.

The complexities of urban life led to the specialization of labor. Whereas in
indigenous societies everyone shared in hunting and gathering or simple agriculture,
in the cities society became more complex and differentiated into classes (peasants,
craftsmen, noblemen, priests, etc.). In a parallel fashion, elaborate and detailed new
mythologies emerged in the cities, assigning special powers and tasks to each of the
many gods and spirits of the different tribes now embraced as the gods of the city.

These changes fundamentally transformed the economies and cultures of the new
urban centers. In earlier indigenous groups, identity was collective because everybody
shared the same stories and hunting and gathering activities. The cities, by contrast,
were communities of strangers. People did not automatically share a collective sense
of identity.

The loss of collective sense of identity and the emergence of large, impersonal
urban city-states in Egypt, India, China, and Mesopotamia led to growing popula-
tions for whom the experience of the world was marked by suffering and cruelty.
Populated by strangers and ruled by emperors, kings, or pharaohs considered divine
or representatives of the gods, these new city-states eventually faced a threefold crisis.

23
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First, indigenous tribal collective identity was experienced as eternal—the tribe
never dies. However, in urban contexts, humans began to think of themselves as indi-
viduals, and death suddenly loomed as a personal problem even as life seemed more
cruel and uncertain. With the greater development of individual self~awareness, death
presented people with a new and unsettling problem: What happens to my (individ-
ual) “self” when I die?

Second, urban life created the new problems of law and morality. In the indig-
enous group the right thing to do was prescribed by ritual, and the same rites were
known and respected by all. In cities, people from a variety of religious traditions lived
together; yet as individuals, each looked out for his or her own good, if necessary at
the expense of others. Thus in the cities law emerged to set the minimum order nec-
essary to sustain human life. It also became necessary to develop a system of ethics to
persuade people to live up to even higher ideals.

Third, life in the city-state evoked a crisis of meaning. Can life really have any
meaning if it is filled with injustice and ends in a meaningless death? The first written
expression of this great question appeared in the ancient Near East at the beginning of
the urban period (ca. 3000-1500 BCE) and is known as the Epic of Gilgamesh.

The great world religions emerged in the three centers of civilization in the
ancient world—China, India, and the Middle East—as their founders and prophets
responded to critical questions about the meaning of life, mortality, and morality.
Between 800 BCE and 600 CE all developed their classical expressions, dividing much
of the world among them (see Map 1.2) in the context of the formation of great
empires that united peoples of various tribes and city-states into larger political enti-
ties. These new political orders created a need for a more inclusive understanding of
human identity. Sages and prophets arose who redefined the meaning of being human
in terms beyond the boundaries of the tribe and the city-state, seeing a higher unity to
reality beyond the many local gods and spirits. These ideas about the meaning of the
divine—human relationship remain central to the world’s great religions.

Today the secularizing influences of modernization and unprecedented inter-
national migration are transforming the ancient geographic division of the world’s
religions. Before we can move on to explore the struggle of peoples everywhere to
continue the religiousness of their ancestors in today’s very different world, we need
to be clear about the terms premodern, modern, and postmodern.

In general, premodern history describes a range of cultures in which religion
played the decisive role in explaining and ordering life. In premodern societies, reli-
gion provided the most certain knowledge one could have of the world, and conse-
quently religious authority played a central role in each culture’s social, political, and
economic ordering of public life. In this respect, all premodern cultures have more
in common with each other than with modern secular (i.e., nonreligious) culture.

With the advances in science made in the eighteenth century, the scientific world-
view spread globally and, for many, came to replace religion as the most certain form
of knowledge. The modern period is marked by a tendency for individuals to view
religion as a matter of personal faith or opinion. Gradually most areas of public life
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were secularized. That is, religious doctrines and officials no longer played central roles
in politics, economics, or public education. The most dramatic institutional expression
of this change in the West was the emergence of the separation of church and state.
The secular state was the expression of “modern” reality—politics governed a society’s
public life, and religion was a private matter for individuals and their families. From the
end of the nineteenth century up until the early 1970s, many scholars even predicted
the end of religion and a coming nonreligious, or secular, stage in world history.

Every premodern society saw the universe through explicitly religious eyes and
pronounced its vision of life sacred. Since all premodern societies were dominated by
the influence of religious authority, they all understood their worlds through religious
myths and rituals that had been passed down for many generations. Modern culture,
by contrast, tends to emphasize the centrality of rational and empirical science. In
addition, the modern view held that history represented inevitable progress toward
an ideal future, progress that could only be accomplished through science, with its
“objective view” of the world. For modernists, science and the progress of history
would finally end the centuries of human bloodshed caused by religions.

While the contrast between premodern and modern is dramatic and clear, our
third term in this sequence—postmodern—needs clarification. According to the post-
modernist thinker Jean-Francois Lyotard (1924-98), this era is characterized by the
collapse of the all-encompassing sacred stories or “grand narratives” through which
human beings interpreted life in their respective cultures.? In ancient societies, these
metanarratives (to use another of Lyotard’s terms) were the religious myths of the
four types we have described; the notion that they were true for all times and places
went virtually unquestioned. In modern culture the primary metanarrative has been
the story of history as progress driven by science and technology. However, the glo-
balization of religious and cultural interaction that began in the twentieth century has
tended to “relativize” them all—that is, to see each as a historical construction, and
regard none as ultimately, universally true. Significantly, this includes the modern
myth of inevitable scientific progress.

In the premodern world a single grand narrative or religious worldview was typ-
ically experienced as true and meaningful by the majority of people. It is this kind
of metanarrative that has collapsed for many in our day. For Lyotard, “postmodern”
is more a style of thinking than a stage of history. It invites pluralism and rejects
imposing a single truth on all. In our postmodern world a new type of metanarrative
is arising globally, an anti-metanarrative accepting the reality of religious and cultural
pluralism. In this anti-metanarrative, no single story is all-encompassing for all people
in a given culture—especially as a global culture emerges. The grand stories of the
world religions have thereby become miniaturized and globalized. Everyone has his
or her own stories, and acknowledges that other people live by other stories.

In this textbook, we also suggest a correlation between the postmodern chal-
lenge to modernity and the postcolonial challenge to colonialism. A postcolonial era
typically begins with a rejection of the modern Western historical metanarrative of
scientific-technological progress, opening the door to postmodern awareness and
critiques. However, that door swings two ways: Some seek a return to premodern



THE MODERN/POSTMODERN TRANSITION 27

fundamental notions of religious truth and prac-
tice, insisting that there is only one true religious
story and way of life; while others embrace the
postmodern situation and seek to accommodate
the reality of diversity. What these fundamental-
isms and postmodern pluralisms have in common
is a rejection of the modern strategy of privatizing
religion. Both insist that religion ought to play a
role in influencing not only private but also public
life. Fundamentalists advocate accomplishing this
by returning to an absolute religious metanarrative
and work to impose a political order that should
shape public life for everyone. In contrast, post-
modernists accept a plurality of narratives, recog-
nizing the public benefits of embracing religious
pluralism in an age of globalization. Today, all the world’s religions are caught up in the
struggle between their premodern, modern, and possible postmodern interpretations.

Because Christianity is the dominant religion of Western civilization, the civili-
zation that produced modernization, it went through the trauma of accommodation
to modernity first. Being the first, it had the luxury of embracing modernization in
slower stages than those religions that did not encounter modernization, until it had
attained a more developed form. Therefore Chapter 4, on Christianity, will have to
tell two stories. One is an outline of the intellectual and social history of the West
that resulted in modernization, and the other is the story of the role that Christianity
played in that history, both in promoting modernization and in resisting it.

Some have charged that modernization is a form of Western cultural and perhaps
even religious imperialism that has been forced on other cultures. However, mod-
ernization and secularization challenge all sacred traditions and identities, including
those of Western religions. As we shall see in this book, modernization did not have
an impact on all religions simultaneously, nor did all react in exactly the same way,
although there are striking similarities. Therefore, we should not expect all religions
and societies to exhibit exactly the same patterns and responses.

The Modern/Postmodern Transition:
Colonialism, Socialism, and the End
of Modernity

In the nineteenth century the synergy of Western science, economics (capitalism), and
technology fostered among the dominant European nations, especially England and
France, a thirst for building colonial empires. These colonial ambitions were paralleled
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in the modern period by only one Asian nation—Japan. By 1914 most of the world
was under the domination of Western European culture. Geographically the Rus-
sians and the British controlled about a third of the globe. In terms of population,
the British Empire controlled about a fifth of the human race—nearly 400 million
people—while France controlled over 50 million colonial subjects (see Map 1.3).

Colonial dominance, and often governance or rule, and paternalism (the British
spoke of “the white man’s burden” and the French of their “mission to civilize”)
were accompanied by the spread of science, technology, and capitalism, which proved
traumatic to indigenous cultures and their religious traditions. The impressive achieve-
ments of Western civilization often prompted elites to initially embrace modernization
and secularization. Almost inevitably, however, there was a religious and political
backlash, seen in struggles for national liberation as indigenous peoples sought to
reclaim their independence and autonomy and to reaffirm the value of their original
ways of life. This backlash often included a resurgence of religious influence as a force
in anticolonial struggles. Most independence movements readily adopted a key ele-
ment of Western civilization—nationalism—in their attempts to resist foreign occu-
pation and to protect their religious and cultural identities by resisting exploitation.

Many of these movements paradoxically struck an alliance with socialism, the
philosophical and political movement that arose in the nineteenth century in Europe
among the new urban working class as a protest against the poverty and social dislo-
cation created by early capitalism and the Industrial Revolution. Socialism was itself a
modernist movement, sustained by a vision of scientific progress, yet it also champi-
oned premodern values of community against the rampant individualism of modern
capitalism. In Karl Marx’s formulation of “scientific socialism,” it became an interna-
tional movement that had an impact on world history as profound as that of any world
religion. Indeed, as religious societies around the globe revolted against European
imperialism, most experimented with some form of socialism as a modern way of pro-
testing modernity itself. The twentieth century produced examples around the world
of Jewish, Christian, Islamic, Hindu, Buddhist, and neo-Confucian forms of socialism.
In its secular form socialism or communism became the dominant element in Russian
culture, spreading throughout Eastern Europe and across Asia like a new missionary
religion, most prominently “converting” China, the largest country of Asia, by 1949.

Consistent with the myth of modernity, the German socialist Karl Marx (1818-83)
saw history as progressively unfolding in three stages defined in terms of a class theory
of society:

1. First, primitive communism (tribal societies), in which all were equal

2. Next, the rise of complex urban civilizations, which led to societies ruled
by bureaucracies and pitted privileged classes against the masses

3. Finally, the last stage of history in which society would once more be
communistic. In this last age all would once again be equal—for all com-
plex, class-defined institutions would wither away, and people would live
together in spontaneous harmony.



