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[ntroduction

Becoming a Student of Religion

T he aims of this book are rwefold: to investigate how to
study religion and to show that such a study need not reduce
the content of religion nor minimize personal faith and the
commitment of religion students and scholars.

It is true that many people consider it absurd to attempt to study
religion objectively. Many even think it blasphemous. Those who
consider it absurd do so because it is obvious to them thar the gods of
religion are beyond human understanding. To apply the ruler of science
to the universe of religion, they say, is like trying to measure mounrains
with microscopes. Those who consider the objective study of religion
blasphemous do so because for them religion is a feeling of the heart, a
humble acquiescence of frail human beings before a sovereign God (or
gods). To study God is as inappropriate as servants questioning the ways
of kings, or slaves imagining themselves freemen.

Yet both of these attitudes toward religious studies are mistaken—
understandable, but mistaken. They are wrong precisely because they
do nort take into account whart every good scientist and scholar knows,
thar a method of study must match itself to its subject marrer. Religious
feelings cannot be put on microscope slides any more than chemical
reactions can be measured by interviewing molecules. Religion is not
studied in test tubes. Religious studies can and must take into account
the nature of religious feelings and thinking and devise appropriate ways
of studying these things—without destroying them. Religion scholars
must account for and must allow the transcendence of the gods just as
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astronomers must allow for the infinity of the universe, the uncapturahle
beginnings of time, and the limitations of the human abiliry 1o “aee”
Religion can be studied, but only in ways that do justice to it as g unique,
some say ultimate, facet of human existence.

Thus, this book. Let me explain a few things abour its d:sign_ Itisa
beginning book: supplemental to the much more detailed method-
ological studies to which it constantly makes reference; shorr, sg that it
can be used in a variety of sectings to contribute to the study of orher
texts and subject martters; simple, because it must be readable for
beginners and for interested onlookers to the sd‘mlaﬂ}' study of religion;
suggestive because, in order to be supplemental, short, and simple, ir
cannot afford the space to treat in exhaustive detail all the nuances of
the issues raised.

It is a beginning book for the beginner, the student takin g his or her
first course in religion. I use the material in this book primarily with
students in my “Introduction to World Religions” class,’ most of whom
are studying religions other than their own for the first time. But 1 have
also used it in my “Introduction to Modern Religions™ class, and ir
could be used in an introductory class to indigenous religions. As |
stated, it is designed to be used in conjunction with a larger, content-
oriented text. Its aim is to highlight issues of method thar will probably
occur to students independently as they study the great world religions:
Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, Christianity, and Judaism. Similarities and ]
differences in these grear religions with students’ own religions often
assault their religious consciences, like stormy waves crashing on the
beach. And questions come up: Whar is religion, anyway? Can religions
really be so similar? Are they really so different? What kind of people
believe these things? Which one of these religions is true? Can they all
be true?

Make no mistake. The study of religions is high adventure. It can
strike fear into the most placid hearts. It is no wonder that some students
come into their first religious studies class with a mixture of curiosity,
skepticism, and defensiveness, The world’s religious landscape is filled
with alien ideas, foreign rituals, and challenging prescriptions on how
one should live life. The mental dislocarion all of this causes can be

considerable. No, the study of religion is not for the faint of heart or
the tired of faith.
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Bur the study of religion is for the committed. It has become
fashionable in some circles to think that in order to be a good scholar of
religions one must have at most a tentative commitment to his or her
own faith. Leave commitment, discipline, and autharity at the door all ye
who dare to enter the room of interreligious understanding seems to be the
artitude. Yet nothing could be further from the truch. If this book does
nothing else, | hope it convinces you that nort only is strong commitment
to the truth of one’s own religious convictions not a hindrance to religious
studies, it is actually a tremendous advantage. The best students of
religion usually believe that their religion is the right and true one. The
worst students of religion are the dilettantes willing to try out every
religious ideology. In their insecurity and tentativeness they burn up
energies meant for the challenges of scholarly exploration, while the
religiously secure energetically sally forth on the pachs of new knowledge
and understanding. You don't have to give up firm commitment ro your
own faith in order to study religion. In fact, please don't.

A word of warning, however, for those with strong religious beliefs.
Although what 1 said in the last two paragraphs has perhaps made you
cager for the adventure, | feel I must not mislead you about the road

ahead. The disciplines associated with the scholarly study of religion
arc among the most difficult to master in all of academia. The subject
matter—people’s religions, your religion—is emortionally supercharged.
The pull rtoward bias and premarure judgment is extraordinarily strong.
Many times you will be pulled in several directions at once. The call of
faith, the demands of fidelity to the facts, the apparent fantasies of others
will all rug so powerfully in different direcrions that on some days you

will not know which way to go. 1 have come to enjoy the challenges of
such a difficulc discipline. Bur...a word to the wise.

What This Book Cannot Do and What It Can Do

This book cannot cover in depth all the issues of how to study religion.
The subject is vast, reaching from archacological and anthropologieal
field studies to psychological examinations of human religious behavior
to sociological constructs to philosophical analysis to the relationship
of science and religion. Diana Eck, professor of religion at Harvard
University, once said that trying rto teach an introduction o world
religions course can be like trying to cover the entire history of human
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thought and behavior in twelve weeks. Because of this breadth of sub;
marter, the writing and discussion of religious studies methodalg Ject
that is to study religion—is vast and largely unsertled terrain, By~

What can be done in these few pages, however, is to raise the prine;

; . % : Cipal
EEEEiEs associated with the ﬂl‘f-l"o{}' E_lf-n!'flglﬂﬂ. I hﬂpt to incrod uce the outl;
of those issues and then point you roward appropriate further smdnr‘i‘
the nuances of the issues interest you.” Wich chat in mind, | have '—:t::l
to include in the endnote listings of authors who deal with ¢he subjects
raised. For further reading you can go to them, and they may very well
point you to still other resources. The bibliography at the end of the
book serves the same function.

This book cannot make you a fully trained religions studies scholay As
has already been mentioned, becoming a religious studies scholar is 5
difficulr rask. It rakes rime. Most serious srudents, after raking the initia
content courses in history, beliefs, and practices of the world’s religions
and after sampling different methodological approaches to the study of
religion, focus their energies on one or rwo religions and one method-
ological approach. In other words, they become specialists.?

The book can, bowever put you on the road to becoming such a scholar.
It is designed to introduce you to a wide range of ways of studying
religion—nhistorical, phenomenological, psychological, sociological,
philosophical—so you can get a feel for the different subfields of the
discipline. Ar the beginning of each chaprer is a skill to be developed, ar
the end of cach chapter is an exercise designed to introduce a religious F
studies skill. Each skill is the anchor for a particular kind of religious
study. By trying them all, even if on a basic level, you may begin to ger
a feel for whar you would like to specialize in.

Bur that choice of specialization also needs to take into account the
particular religions or geographical area you decide to study. That's why
this book is best used as a supplementary text in a content-oriented
course, where the facts and figures of specific religions are taught. The
reason for this is simple: religious studies methodology must match the
kinds of religions srudied. Many indigenous religions, for example, have
few if any written texts; to study Native American religions you need t0
be skilled in the anthropological techniques of conducting oral interviews
and observing ritual and pracrice. To invesrigate religions that h.ﬂc
claborare texts, you need to master a different set of methodological

- |
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skills. This short book will introduce the spectrum to help you decide
your interest.

This book cannot make you religious. If you are looking for a religion
to believe in, you need to study books thar argue for and against various
faiths.* This book and other religious studies books do not do that.
Religious studies is not an exercise in evangelism. Most religious studies
scholars recognize that almost all of the world's religions are evangelistic
(some say they all arc), and most religious studies scholars do not oppose
evangelism. Bur, as scholars, they attempr to study religions as objecrively
as possible withour, in their scholarly roles at least, arguing for or against
a religion from the stance of faith.

This point is important for another reason as well. There is a danger
in using religious studies to find personal faith. Thar danger in
approaching the discipline with unintegrated beliefs is the potential
growth of cynicism. When you study religions, you study them as they
appear in the world, warts and all. You study the various religious
expressions of ideals, but it quickly becomes apparent that none of the
religions have measured up to those ideals all the time. If you are looking
for the perfect religion whose adherents have never made a misstep,
you will never find it. If you are on a faith search, religious studies can
be a disappointment.

If your faith is secure, however, the study of religions can open your
eyes to new and undiscovered reaches of your own faith. As you study
the faith systems of others, your own faith may be deepened in
remarkable ways. This is one of the pleasurable side effects of the
scholarly study of religions.

Finally, this book can teach you the importance of studying rrf::gia‘ﬂ in
this day and age. It will demonstrate that all human beings, at all times
in history, and in all places in history have been religious. You wTJI
realize that religion is a universal aspect of being human,.But you will
also learn that religions have been and srill are being misused in the
world. Politicians and demagogues have used these systems to enslave
and abuse people. Wars of religion, religious p:tjsccutlnn,_apd anti-
religions have been too common a feature of our history. Religions can
be a cause of intense conflict, and unless we Ic:frn o und:rlsrand other
people’s religious beliefs, these abuses seem dcs_l:i.n:d to continue. | 'h*?F"-'-'
this book will convince you that studying religion, both your religion
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and other religions, can be an important force for world h
Learning about religion can be the first step toward unders Armony,
will lead us all roward cruch. g thay
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What Am [ Observing?

Skill #1: Identify and distinguish among various definitions of religion;
choose a definition appropriate to a sp:r:.iﬁc research topic.

hen you ask someone, “What does it mean to define

i x- ’ something?” a likely answer will be, "It means to tell what
something means.” 1 know. 1 asked fifteen people this

question, and thirteen of them gave an answer that had to do with
meaning. To define, according to my interviewees, is to isolate meaning.

Definition does have something to do with meaning. For example,
when 1 define the word wolfram as “another name for the element
tungsten,” | know that wolfram is not the result of a crazy experiment
in animal in virre fertilization. | know that wolfram is a meral used for
the chin filament that glows in the middle of light bulbs. My definition
demonstrates that 1 know, as precisely as a nonmerallurgist can, what
wolfram is.

The best definitions are precise and limiting. They tell exactly what
something is so that it is not confused with something else. The best
definition of a bat is one that helps distinguish that animal from a mouse
or a bird but does not give so much detail (about the one hundred or so
varieties of bats, for example) that it becomes unwieldy. The best
definitions isolate the essence of something, those features that it shares

So, whar is the meaning or essence of religion, this thing we are
going to study? Immediately we run into a problem. As you will see as

17
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you read about more and more religious traditions other than yoy,
the diversity is extraordinary. Many religions believe i 5 Personal Gy
buc many don't. Some believe that “God” is impersonal, a force iy od,
Others believe in many gods. Some, like Theravada Buddhism, s
believe in a god at all. So you can't define religion as a belief in {Ij,u:ﬂr

This example abour belief in God is just one of many thar could be
given illustrating che variery of religions. Religions come in all ghy
and sizes. This makes their study fascinating, but alse s-::-mm;:!
confusing. Just when you think you have discovered someth; NE commyg ;
to all religions, you discover a religion (or usually two of three) d];:
doesn't have the same “essence” as a parr of its belief Structure, Afe
some initial reading in the field, many of us have found ourselves redyced
to the old canard often used to “define” good art: | don't know how o
describe it, but I know it when 1 see it.°One religious scholar, in fac,
thinks religion should be identified along these lines: “To define religion
is, then, far less important than to possess the ability o recognise it
when we come across it.™

Bug, with religion, variety is nort the only problem of definition. If;;
were, we could resort to the techniques of zoologists who are faced wich
describing millions of kinds of insects. They handle this by grouping
the insects into orders with similar characteristics, then families, genera,
species, subspecies, and so forth. We could do the same for religion by
creating differenc families of religions according to cerrain important
characteristics. Some scholars have done this, very helpfully.?

Nonetheless, those who have find themselves still left with a problem,
a problem unique to religion. The problem revolves around the nature
of religion. Religions claim some kind of ultimacy. Religions not only
describe answers to the ultimarte questions of life ("Who am I? What am
I doing here? Where am [ going?), burt also prescribe their answers as
the right ones. By its very nature religion claims to go beyond the
ordinary and the rational. It claims extraterrestrial dimensions, the ET
factor, in some form or another. In short, religion claims special staws
for itself as the final arbiter of existence. As such, rel igion in one sense
goes beyond definition. If we could define it, it would nort be u]tirrlilul'!-
Remember the characteristic of a good definition? It limits. And religion
(or whar religion describes) cannort be limited. ‘

Yet it is extremely important that we be able to put some kind of




What Am I Observing? 19

definition on what it is we are doing when we study religion. Not to do
so would leave us hopelessly muddled. It would purt us in the position
of accepting what Eric Sharpe has called the "Humpry-Dumpry

Principle.”® Remember this exchange in Lewis Carroll’s Through the
Looking-Glass and What Alice Found There?

“There's glory for you!” [said Humpry Dumprty.]

“1 don’t know what you mean by ‘glory,’”” Alice said. .

Humpty Dumpty smiled contempruously. “Of course you don't—
till 1 tell you. 1 meant ‘there’s a nice knock-down argument for you!™”

“But ‘glory’ doesn't mean ‘a nice knock-down argument,’”™ Alice
objected.

“When 7 use a word,” Humpty Dumpry said in rather a scornful
tone, “it means just what | choose it to mean—neither more nor less.”

“The question is,” said Alice, “whether you ean make words mean
so many different things.”

*The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which is to be master—
that’s all.”

Alice was too much puzzled to say anything. . ..

Withour definitions we too are puzzled. In order to communicate
properly with other scholars who are studying religion, we must be
able to say clearly what it is we are studying. “Define your terms” is one
of the first things we are likely to hear when we get into a discussion
with someonc about an idea or an experiment.

Drefinitions are also helpful in limiting the scope of a person’s study.
Religion is an enormously broad subject. In order to get anywhere at
all, we have to study small chunks of it ar a rime. S0 we must,
provisionally ac least, limir the illimitable. Definitions help in this
provisional limiting process.

For example, you may say you want to study the religious reasons
why people go to church on Sunday morning. You are aware that people
go to church for many reasons, some of them not religious—because of
political concerns, because it’s good for business, because of that beauriful
girl or handsome boy who is always there. But you want to focus on the
religious reasons. How do you determine those? To do so, you have to
define religious in terms that will differentiate it from psychological,
econamic, political, and so forth.
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So religious studies scholars, despite the difficulry, plunge in i
keep trying to define their field. As a religion scholar, you wi]| need o
do the same. Burt, as you mighrt expect, scholars define religion in differen;
ways. To help, we will discuss these different ways under three geners]
categories, remembering thar all are valid and thar you might wang ¢4
use different definitions for different studies, depending on the —_
of the project. Bur you must make clear in your own mind and in the
minds of those reading your study which definition you are using ¢

Essential Definitions

Some scholars persist in erying to isolate the identifying meaning in
religion, the essence thar sets it apart from other human endeavors,
Few, though, persist in trying to define its rranscendental element, which
goes beyond definition. In Christian terms, few try to define God. The

* focus in most modern essential definitions is on how human beings
respond to their sincere belief in the existence of a transce ndental, erernal
principle that orders everything. Religious studies scholars in general
leave this very difficult defining process to the adherents of che different
religions themselves—the theologians who define God in terms of
ateributes and characreristics, the mystics who define Brahman in terms
of personal experience, the poets and storyrellers who write myths
and create word symbols to lead worshipers ro Empriness, and the
artists who paint, compose, and sculpt to involve all of the senses in
the God-search.

*Religious studies scholars focus, instead, on the human side of this
search. They choose to define how human beings respond. The essence
of religion. many say, is this human response-to the Erernal. It is a
response unlike any other. It is not the patriotic thrill one gets at a
Fourth of July parade. It is not the sense of deep love one has for one's
spouse. It is not the parental concern for a child. It is not the fear one
has in the face of a powerful erupting voleano or the peace one
experiences on a beautiful, isolared lake in the wo ods or when viewing
a magnificent sunset. Itisa feeling or belief close to some of these, yet in
its own way unique. It is the religious response thar defines whar is religious.

Different scholars have defined this feeling in different ways.
Friedrich Schleiermacher called it the “feeling of absolute dependence.™
Psychologist William James called it the “feeling of objective presence.™

o
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To be sure, not all scholars adopring essentialist definitions locate religion
in the feelings. Many locate it in the intellect. One of these, Anders
Nygren, defined religion as the belief thar there is an eternal world.” A
third group of scholars attempting essentialist definitions of religion
don't locate religion either in the feelings nor in the intellect, but in
actions. The essence of religion, they claim, lies in whar a person does:
“Religion is whar the individual person with his owp solirariness,”
said Alfred North Whitchead.

tOne of the weaknesses of this approach to defining religion is that
it seems to leave the question about the transcendent up to the human
being—to us. Several have asked whether that doesn't sell religion short.
In other words, if we leave the objective nature of the transcendent out
of the picture, can we really get an accurate reading on whar religion is?

Further, it seems to some that scholars who have taken this approach
often go the next step and question whether the transcendent has any
real existence apart from the human response ro the idea of the
transcendent. While this is not necessarily a criticism of this type of
theory per se (particularly if the scholar does not disavow the existence
of the transcendent or—even if he or she does), it does, through guile
by associarion, make the definition unattractive to some for whom the
existence of the transcendent, or God, is very important. “Who does
this scholar think he (or she) is, by not affirming the existence of God?”
they might ask. From a scholarly point of view, however, the question
must be limired to whether or not this really does justice to the definition
of religion.

One scholar who artempred to overcome the difficulty of the seeming
lopsidedness in the emphasis on humanirty in these definitions was
Rudolf Ortro, who wrote The [dea of the Holy. Otto locared the essence
of religion in the juncrure of the mysterium tremendum (the awe-full
mystery) and the human response to that power, the mysterium fascinans
(the fascination with the mystery).® He called this juncrure the numinous.

< Thus both the object (the transcendent) and the subject (humans) are

necessary to produce the thing we know as religion. and the object is
more than just a human idea. Otto’s views have been met with a mixed
responsc from scholars. Because he tries to allow for both the undefinable
ultimate and the definable human response, he falls berween the camps
of the theologians who acceprt the existence of the ultimate and the
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scholars who are skeptical of anything that cannot be defined. R
result, Otto gets praise and censure from both sides,

The value of essential definitions is that they really do (T to take
the full sweep of religion into account and clearly define the field fo
scholars and pracurtioners alike. Philosophers of rel igion, historiang of
religion, and phenomenologists of religion are particularly fond of such

| definitions because these scholars tend to be interested in religions g k
all-encompassing systems.*

Also interested in essentialist definitions, although for reasons quire
different from those of historians and philosophers, are theologians
within individual religions who want 1o distinguish their religion (the
true one) from the other religions chat in some important way(s) do nor
measure up. This, of course, is legitimare; it is one of the ways

L[‘Itﬂ!ng":;m
are distinguished from religious studies scholars.

Family Definitions

Some scholars believe that there is an essence o religion, but dont
believe thar this essence can be isolated and defined in the normal sense
of definitions. Clifford Geerrz is one such scholar who sees the problem
this way:

Bur how are we to isolate the religious perspective at all? Are we

not thrown back on the necessity of defining “religion™ . . . Does

not all understanding, or anyway all scientific understanding,
depend upon an initial isolation, a laboratory preparation, so to
speak, of what it is that one is trying to understand? . . . Well. no.

One can begin with an assortment of phenomena almost everyone

but the professionally contrary will regard as having something

vagucly to do with “religion,” and seek for thar which leads us to
think so.'®

This is very close to the “1 know good art when 1 see it” kind of
definition, but with an added step. Once we agree provisionally on
what is religious from this intuitive, inductive stance, we then begin to
analyze the pieces and see whar kinds of categories we can come up
with for a definition. At least thar is what anthropologists, like Geertz, I
and sociologists of religion and psychologists of religion do.

Others, who tend toward this type of definicion but still hedge against
being too limited and precise, even in a definition arrived at inductively,
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maintain some kind of flexibility. John Hick, in An Interpretation of
Religion, argues for what he calls a family-resemblance definition."" Hick
says that definitions thart try to isolace a single element as the essence of
religion will always be found to be inadequate because of the variery
problem: someone will always find a religion that is the exception tg
the rule. Yet Hick as a philosopher of religion needs some kind of overall
definition to do his systematic work properly. So he borrows the idea of
family-resemblance definitions from another philosopher, Ludwig
Wittgenstein, who related it to the idea of games:
[Games] have no common essence. Some are solitary, others
competitive; some individual, others team activit,ies; some depend
on skill, others on chance; some are capable of being won or lost,
others not; some are played for amusement, others for gain; some
are played with balls, others with cards, sticks, erc. What makes
us apply the name “game” to this wide assortment of activities,
ranging from football to chess, and from a solitary child playing
with her doll to the Olympic Games, is thar each is similar in
important respects to some others in the family, though not in all
respects to any or in any respect to all."

Hick asks, cannot religions be viewed in the same way? Something
holds them all together, bur if the definition (the limiting terms) are
very precise then some traditions or belief systems thar are recognized
generally as religions will be eliminated. Seo let’s just view them as all
part of a large family that has a rather long list of characteristics allowing
each to be a member.

Its flexibilicy makes this approach to definition very appealing. But
it is not without problems. lts principal problem is that it makes
determining whether something is a religion or not very difficult. For
example, many scholars have argued that Marxism is a religion, even
though Marxism is one of the most atheistic opponents of religion in
the world. Yer it does satisfy some (not all) of the characreristics of a
religion. Its most faithful adherents do use it to answer the ultimate
questions of life. It is a total system, including everything abour life.
On the other hand, it denies the existence of any type of transcendent
God. And it rejects reliance on a power outside of humaniry. Family-
resemblance definitions would not be of much help in deciding whether
to include or exclude Marxism as a religion. Most would probably
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include it because it seems O ﬁr' into the general category of Systems
called religions. But the boundaries would be fuzzy.

[ had an experience of this sort sr.:v:ral years ago when I was teachin
a world religions class at the University of Texas. One of my first |eery e
was on the definition of religion. After class a student came forwag
and said, “According to the definition you gave, Alcoholics Anonymoys
is a religion. I have just gone through the nvelv:. steps Suﬂctssﬁdly, e
I'm a witness to irs effectiveness. Right now, it's my religion. Dg o
agree?” ‘ .

| had given a four-criteria, family-resemblance type ?Fdfﬁnitiun of
religion, bur the criteria were very broad. After J::ﬂn_srdtr:ng them from
his point of view, 1 had to admit that, at this time in his life, A.A, wag
functioning as his religion: According to most essentialist definitions,
however, A.A. would not qualify.

s<Family resemblance definitions are good to use when it daes gor

mateer ta your study whether specific individual world views are “in, ot
out” of the spectrum of religions—when what you are loaking for is an
unﬂ;[s_t;_riﬁing of a broad category of belief and. behaviar with liggle

concern for boundaries,
Working Definitions

Sometimes, however, boundaries are important. Sometimes projects
need tight definitions of religion, or an aspect of religion, thar will allow
clearly demarcated lines of work to take place. We mentioned the example
of studying the religious reasons why people go to church on Sunday
morning. That study could be limired even more. For example, you
could study the personal religious reasons why someone goes to church
on Sunday morning. Such a study of personal religious behavior might
be in the province of a psychologist of religion, who for the purposes of
such studies might want a tight, behavioral definition, like this one
from William jamcs:' “[Religion encompasses] the feelings, acts, and
experiences of individual men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend
themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider the
divine.”"* Or you might want to study the group religious reasons why
someone goes to church on Sunday morning. Such a study might be
the province of a sociologist of religion, who for the purposes of such
studies might want a tight, sociological definition, like Emile Durkheims:
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include it because it seems to fit into the general category of Systems
called religions. But the boundaries would be fuzzy.

I had an experience of this sort several years ago when [ was teaching
a world religions class at the University of Texas. One of my first lectyres
was on the definition of religion. After class a student came forward
and said, “According to the definition you gave, Alcoholics Ano Nymous
is a religion. I have just gone through the twelve steps successfully, and
I'm a witness to its effectiveness. Right now, it's my religion. Do you
agree?”

I had given a four-criteria, family-resemblance type of definition of
religion, bur the criteria were very broad. After considering them from
his point of view, I had to admit thar, at this time in his life, A.A. was
funcrioning as his religion: According to most essentialist definitions,
however, A.A. would not qualify.

+<Family resemblance definitions are good to use when it does npe
matter 1o your study whether specific individual world views are “j n or
out” of the spectrum of religions—when what you are looki is an

——

understanding of a broad category of belief and. behaviar with ljgle

concern for boundaries,
Working Definitions

Sometimes, however, boundaries are important. Somerimes projects
need tight definitions of religion, or an aspecr of reli gion, thar will allow
clearly demarcated lines of work to take place. We mentioned the exam ple
of studying the religious reasons why people go to church on Sunday
morning, That study could be limited even more. For example, you
could study the personal religious reasons why someone goes to church
on Sunday morning. Such a study of personal religious behavior might
be in the province of a psychologist of religion, who for the purposes of
such studies might want a right, behavioral definition, like this one
from William James: “[Religion encompasses] the feelings, acts, and
experiences of individual men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend
themselves to stand in relation ro whatever they may consider the
divine.”"* Or you mighr want to study the group religious reasons why
someone gocs to church on Sunday morning. Such a study mighe be
the province of a sociologist of religion, who for the purposes of such
studies might want a tight, sociological definirion, like Emile Durkheim’s:
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“‘A religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative o sacred
things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden—belicfs and practices
which unite into one single moral communiry called a Church, all who
adhere to them.™™

The important thing to remember about most working definitions
is thar they don't claim to be comprehensive. They don’ claim to cover
all of religion. They carve our certain aspects of religion to be studied
using the social scientific techniques of psychology, sociology,
anthropology, archaeology, history, literature, and so forth. The results
of these studies are then used by the more global theorists of religion to
fitinto larger patterns of explanation. Burt while the work is being done,
religion is viewed from a relatively narrow perspective. Actually, most
definitions of religion used by religious studies scholars roday fall into
the working-definition caregory.

Choosing a Definition

Defining religion is nor just theory. The practical implications of this
for your own work in religious studies can be summarized by four guidelines:
* You don't have to write your own. You neced to explicidy state the
definition of religion you are using on each and every project, bur there
are many available ro choose from in each sub-discipline of the field of
religion. In practice you probably will find yourself working on one
area of religion for most of your studies, and you will tend to use the
same definition over and over. Feel free 1o use one from the many scholars
who have worked in the field. Bur also feel free to change or modify
their definitions as you have need.

# Your definition must match your study. There are many right
definitions (and a few wrong ones, I suppose). But it is important that
you choose one thar marches your study. It is frustrating to try to carry
out research on a topic bur have a definition that doesn't lead you to ask
the right questions. If you are interested in studying the individual
prayer habits of people in a certain sect, itis not wise to use a sociological
definition of prayer that emphasizes group behavior.

It is somerimes difficult to get started on the right track in this kind
of research. Defining your terms with help from experienced researchers
is a good idea.

* Don’t impose your definition on the subjects of your study. 1 suppose
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this is common sense, but in the field of re| igion ir i i _
remind yourself that you are dealing with an importan, :1:
part of people’s lives. It is almost a sure thing tha they define d““’?ﬁltw,
religion in a way quite different from you as 3 religion s CiF gy
talk more about this in chapter 6, burt for now remember thay g}y :
of your definition is to allow you to carry our your stud t;-‘rfilrpn“
nothing more, nothing less. We are _r.'“‘...‘?_l_'_'!,i{!g_abnu: thewat
falsity of religion. We are trying to make our subject marger = 1t ang
in size and understandable in concept. e ——— S lANapeah
" When mt.:fr’ugl other research in rI;:}IeM pfﬂ.-ﬁgiaw -
you understand the definition of religion the avthor/reseqrch,

: er i e TL:
will save you a lot of confusion and help you evaluate the matcril-g-rl:ls
fair way. a

EXERCISE

___-_-_——-_-___
This can be done in a class or a small-group diseussion, Lay a commgy

object on the table. (I usually use my watch.) Ask the group member; 4

write a one-paragraph definition of the object. Have Eroup members roqq
their definitions and note the differences. Some will describe plyysical features
only. Others will describe function and use. Other definitions will b,
evaluative, In a large class, some will probably be metaphorical, Diseys; the
many different ways in which we define everyday objects, and then indicate
how this applies to religion as well,

Brainstorm five possible research projects, and then write or borrow 4
definition of religion that would fit each project. Try to think of projects
diverse enough so that differen: definitions of religion are required,
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Skill #2: Identify and distinguish among three primary research points
of view; choose a point of view appropriate to a specific research project.

religion described in what seem to be coldly analytical terms.

For example, when Christians see the New Testament sayings of
Jesus described as "amplifications thar go beyond his [Jesus’s] own
words,”' something deep inside is jarred. When Muslim students see
early stories about Muhammad (called Hadith) described as “unreliable
material,™ they feel that their faith is being challenged.

The reason for this discomfort is simple. Most of us are used ro
reading marerial that is unabashedly in favor of our own religion. We
usually read arrticles and books that assume the truth of Christianity or
Islam or Judaism or whatever our religion might be. Often the writers
are even promoting the truth of our religion. It is commeon for the
majority of our religious reading to fall inro this catcgory.

So when we read something that does not assume the truch of our
religion, like the textbooks in a world religions class, warning bells are
ripgered. What's going on here? we ask ourselves. Is the author saying
my religion is not true?

Usually the answer to that question is no. Although some authors
do challenge the truth of a religion or religions, that certainly is not the
norm in religious studics textbooks. The authors of texts like these are
most often deeply religious people in their own right. Their religious

l r is somerimes dismn:crtlng for students to sce their own
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commitments are similar to our own. Thus, most world religion N
respect other people’s religious beliefs. The last thing mos; Tf-'xthgﬂti
writers want to do is challenge the most deeply held beljcf of others
# But if they are not challenging the uth i L
doing? The answer is that they arc choosing a perspective from which<.

——— s

write. They _a_r_c_'ijé'ﬁirig a stance different from ours in GEJEI:!']'IJE ;E‘.t';‘“
Instead of writing as if they were advocates of the religions they an:.
wrir'ing abour (which would be impossible, considering they are writin

| abour ten ro fifteen different religions), they are saying, in effect, “| . ee
| write as if we are sympathetic observers of this religion. We 5
opposed to these religions by any means. But let's see whar we can
(and teach) by writing from this different stance.”

Actually, there are many different stances scholars rake when writing
abourt religion. All are valuable. All add something to our knowledge of
religious traditions. None are necessarily threats to the members of any
religious communicy. They are simply different ways of looking ar
religion.

For example, I have always been fascinated by the weather experts
who fly large airplanes into the reeth of a hurricane, Many of us wonder
why they do it. Ground-based radar equipment and sarellice phoros
from ourer space can track the locarion, strength, and speed of a
developing hurricane very accurately. So why go looking for trouble by
adding new (and seemingly dangerous) ways of observation?

The answer is that scientists need as many different stances as possible
in order to fully understand this weather phenomenon. Hurricane-
hunting airplanes are really sophisticared, flying weather stations. When
this equipment is flown into the teeth of 120-mile-per-hour winds, it
can take measurements of the hurricane that are otherwise unavailable
to other scientists. This informartion helps predict where the hurricane
might go, allowing advance warning to people in its path. Added to the
observations from the ground and from outer space, these data give a
more fully developed picture of the hurricane—maore complete by far
than if the risks were nor taken.

The same principle applies to observers of rel igion. The more

different looks we can get at a religious tradirion, the more accurare and
helpful our findings will be, both to_members of thar sradition and o

those who are interested onlookers. The look from a distance is

€ not
learn
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important, but so is the look from inside the whirlwind of religious
belicf. Generally speaking, a writer about religion can rtake three main
stances: that of the insider, that of the reporter, or that of the specialist.

The Insider

When it comes 10 our own religion, we are most used ro the insider
view. This is the stance raken by theologians, pastors, missionaries, and
denominational officials. These writers hav ided ahead of tme chart
the religion they are writing abour is true and correct. They make several
assumptions, usually about the nature of God and how God speaks to
human beings, and then argue from rhe implications of those
fundamental presuppositions,

For example, a Christian theologian might argue that, since God is
our creator and is all-powerful, personal, and interested in each of us,
we should acr in a way thar recognizes our status as a crearure trying to
return the interest of an all-powerful, infinite being. A Buddhist teacher,
on the other hand, might argue that, since the Buddha showed us the
perfect way ro work ourselves out of our suffering-pervaded existence,
we should order our lives in such a way that promotes this escape.

This kind of arguing from broadly accepred principles to the
implications of those principles is called deductive thinking. In a
deductive study, the facts of the discipline can be increased, bur only
within the limirs of the starting presuppositions. Of course religion can
never be a purely deductive affair; the fundamenral principles of a faith,
from which all else is deduced, have to be arrived at by different means.
Usually they are agreed on as the result of a combination of other
processes: personal experience of religion, the teachings of an
authorirative text such as the Bible, or a supernarural revelation of some

other kind.” But_the emphasis of the insider j5 agreement on a few
general principles and then the logical working out of those principles
on the playing field of life.*

""The truth, of course, is that everyone who writes about religion is
an insider of some sort or another. No one comes to the rask withour
some set of basic understandings abour religion, whether those views
are confessional, experiential, atheistic, or agnostic. But the insider we
are talking abour here is the one who has consciously made a decision
to write about a parricular religious tradition from within the
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understandings of thar religion. The kind of writing may vary, |,
be an atcempt to convert others, it may be an argumen, abm;[ I‘Eli}'
point of theology, or it may be an artempr o describe ¢h E vy, ne
belief. Bur the writer makes clear his or her com mitment tg the il of
the chosen system. "
The insider viewpoint is an important onc in the sy
for three reasons. F:rstfl’fnly l%u: insider Cil:‘lﬁf_‘lu_ﬂ 00¢ elément
of religion rhar differenriares it from philosophy a :
the elemenr of nlrimare commitment. For example, from the poing of
view of the believer, at least, religious commitment i< differen; from
commitment to the vocation of plumbing. Both of these COMMitmens
measure a person’s dedication to the task. Bur the rtask of plumbin i
limited to the way one makes a living; the rask of religion answers the
deepest questions of life: Who am 12 Whar am | doing here? Where am
I going? A serious study of religion demands thar this elemeny of
commitment be factored into even the academic study of religion as j;
is in no other academic discip[inc——simpl}- because this is one of the
elements that sets religion apart as a discipline of study.® One can study
plumbing without studying the commitment of plumbers, Religion
cannot be studied without studying the commirtment of s adherents,
because in large measure commitment is what makes religion unique.
Second fthe insider viewpoint gives the student of religion_special
insight into some of the more difficult areas of belief. I Christianiry i
is common to call these areas—which deal with such things as the
incarnation and the Trinity—the doctrines of mystery. Often the insider
can understand these doctrines preciscly because of his or her belief.
The insider can also illumine us about the way God talks to humanity,
which is usually called special revelation and personal experience of
God. In short, the very things that are liable to be overlooked or ignored
by the outsider are frequendy areas of expertise for the insider.
Finally¥the insider has a platform from which to look at his or her
religion that gives a_ consistency and authority 1o the tradition that no
others have. John B. Cobb has called this the “essential freedom of the
committed.” The recognition of the place on which one stands is
indispensable to good scholarship and description. Edmund Perry,
professor of the history of religions ar Northwestern University, told
me several times that the best students of religion were the ones who

d}' Q.F fﬂ'!igiun
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had strong faith commitments of their own. Others, less sure of
themselves or striving for some unartainable “objectiviry,” most often
came off as dilettanrtes, either consciously or unconsciously
experimenting with the existential applications of every thought system
they came in conract with. Their work tended to be inferior as a result.

Of course, commitment on the part of the insider can be a hindrance
to studying religion well. If the motive of the researcher is to present a
particular picture of the data no matter what the cost in fidelity to the
data or consistency of thought, then the resule will be shoddy work.
This can be caused by a conscious intent to deceive, or, more often, an
unconscious selectivity born of a need to convinee. It can be guarded
against In two ways. First, the normal peer rmg_ﬂlmm:iﬂrk
ought to reveal hidden prejudices and hlind spats. Second) the wise
scholars of religion who are insiders should resolve o wm
their presuppositions ro themselves and to their readers. This allows all

those involved to judge for themselves the results of the scholars’ work
by whatever canons of scholarship they wish to apply.

The Reporter

Many religious studies scholars choose to step outside their insider
rales, at least temporarily, to look at religion from the stance of a reporter.
Somewhar like newspaper reporters, _they ask the who, what, when,

where, and why questions of religious traditigns and of those who hold
to those traditions. Sometimes they look at the history of a religion in

this way; sometimes they look at the form the religion takes today in all
its various churches, temples, mosques, sects, and worship practices.

PTheir goal is always to describe religion in terms that would be acceprable
to others interested in “the facts of the case,” whether they arg members
of that religious community or pot.

The writers of world religions textbooks are reporters. Their goal is
to present the facts of a religious rradition withour either advocating
that readers follow thart religion or discouraging them from doing so.
Their primary concern is that readers see, through the textbook
description, a religion as it is, including its history, belief structure,
practices, and achievements—warts and all. Good news and bad news
are included by the reporter, who should be especially careful to avoid
making judgments on either.
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Most teachers of religion in university religious studies de
are reporters of religion most of the time. This stance march
for the scholarly methods adopred by both the hard and the
Data gathering without promo ting a particular viewpoine j
place for academic disciplines.

Interestingly, however, more and more insiders are idﬂpting the
stance of reporter for ar least part of their work. When insiders [ij
theologians want to bring a new perspective to their thought, 4 fresh
way of looking at old problems, they will sometimes SIEP outside of
their role as advocares or systematizers to become collectars of religions
data thar, ar this gathering stage at least, does not have to fi¢ into the
preestablished parterns of belief. This change in stance allows the
theologian to use the techniques of dara gathering and theory formarion
known as inducrive—rthar is, amassing bits and pieces of information
and then building larger theories from those pieces, More and More
theologians are using this kind of research to augmenr and refine their
normal deductive procedures.” This is particularly effective in the study
of certain aspects of religion, such as the history of doctrine, the study
of natural revelation, and the understanding of how religious belief affects
human beings in everyday life.

The stance of the reporter makes the observer a scientist of religion,
if scientist is understood in the sense of the social scientist. The scientist
is trying to discover truth, doing his or her best to avoid prej udging the
results of experiments. Let the facts determine the outcomes is the
scientist’s creed.

Students often have two questions about this approach: First, how
does it work? Sccond, doesn’t it mean that my religion becomes
dependent on scientists and scholars racher than the Bible or the Vedas
(and the other presuppositions insiders work with)? To help answer these
owo questions, let me relate an example from my own church experience.

Several years ago, a small church I was artending decided it was not
reaching the people of the community in which it was located. Most of
the people attending the church no longer lived in the neighborhood,
and few of the people who moved into the neighborhood chose to join
our church. Our congregation wanted to know why.

Two opinions on how to determine the why emerged. Some members
of the congregation came to a quick solution based on what they already

F’il‘t!m*m;
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believed: The newcomers didn't artend because they were not Christian
and the spint of evil was strong among them. In the face of this, they
concluded, we must continue to preach the gospel. and God in his own
providence and time will bless the church with new members. Others
in the congregation wanted to canvass the neighborhood, find out what
people wanted in a church, and, if possible, provide that for them. The
disagreement berween these two groups was sharp.

Both groups provided solid scriptural and theological suppérs for
their positions. Both were well intendoned. In one sense, both were
right. Looked at from one way, what they were disagreeing over was the
stance they were willing to take in looking at possible solutions to our
problem of failure to attract neighbors to our church. The first group
was sticking to the insider view, deducin g from clear scriptural warrants
that we must simply preach the gospel and people will come in God's
time. The second group was willing to take the inductive approach—
that is, gather some data and from the data devise a strategy.

Does that mean that the second group was allowing the data of
social scientific research to dictate church policy? It might. If the survey
of neighbors showed that the only way to attract these particular
neighbors would be to open a brothel in the church basement and if
the church was desperate enough to consider thar, then the reporter
stance would be dictating policy. Bur the reporter. as reporter, does not
see dictating policy as part of his or her function. Insiders are free 1o use
the data of the reporter as they see fit. They are free to act or not act on
it as other considerations dictate. Whar the reporter does is let the church
know as accurately as possible the climate in which the church operates.

The biggest danger of the reporter’s stance is not that the function
of being a reporter is in itself anticherical to the religions it studies. The
previous example should show that it does not need to be. The biggest#r
danger is that reporters often averestimate the purity of their objectivity.
Joachim Wach warned against this by suggesting we use the phrase
relative objectivity when describing the stance of the reporter. Wach was
particularly concerned about the historian of religion who adopred the
reporter’s stance only as a mask for his or her hidden stance of insider
(usually of an antireligious variety): “There is something patheric about
the modern historian of religion,” he said, "who uses strong words only
when he wants to convince us that he has no convictions.™
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mnsiders become dangerous when they use convictions to skew dagg.
reporters become dangerous when they pretend they have no conyigion

Only those who articulate their convictions can then temporarily lay
them aside to act as faithful, unbiased reporters of the religions they observe.

The Specialist

Many reporters go beyond being general historians of religion of
i- phenomenologists (objective observers of religious phenomena). Man
decide to concentrate their studies on one or another aspect of religion,
such as religious institutions, rciigious behavior, or rtliginus Philmﬂph}n
They often use the methods of study common to sociology, psychol ]
and philosophy in carrying out their research. Technically, scholars Jjke
this are called sociologists of religion, psychologists of religion, and
philosophers of religion. Anyone who decides to concentrate on one
aspect of religion, however, adopts a specialist stance.

Religion is especially adaprable to this specialist stance because
covers such a broad spectrum as a discipline. Religion encompasses al]
of life. It includes how you treat other people (morality) and how you
view truth and falsehood, good and evil (ethics). It includes religious
behaviors like prayer, church atrendance, and worship practices
(psychology). It includes church preference, social class, and the role
the church plays in society at large (sociology). No one person can hope
to understand in detail all these aspects of religion, much lessdo sophisticated
research in each one. Specialization is inevitable and necessary.

Equally inevitable, however, is the danger of overemphasizing this
specialization. This danger takes two forms. One stems from the human
tendency to view the place where one works as the center of the carch, It
is quite common for the specialist to get so deeply into one aspect of
religion or one methodology of studying it that the rest of religion pales
in significance. Perspective is lost.

The second form is much worse. Scholars of religion have labeled it
reductionism. The previous distortion is largely unintentional and can
be correcred by simply calling attention to other equally important
aspects of religious phenomena. Reductionism, on the other hand, is
intentional. Put simply, reductionists say thag the aspecr of religion they
choose 10 study is the only one, and that once religion is gxplained in
psychological, sociological, philosophical, or some other terms, there is

...... - )
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nothing more to it. Thus, Sigmund Freud, who claimed religion is nothing
more than infantile dependency feelings to be outgrown as humankind
martures, was a reductionist. Religion to him was exhausted by the
psyChﬂlﬂEiﬂj behavior “religious™ people displayed.

Unforrunarely, religion is particularly susceprible to the reductionist’s
charge. Any other discipline, challenged to its right to exist as a
freestanding department of the academy (or an indispensable feature of
life itself), would simply isolate that aspect of its subject marter that
clearly defines it and is not covered by any other discipline, and would
say, This is it; here we stand.

However, the essential element of religion, as we saw in the lasc
chapter, is not so easily discovered. When all else is stripped away by
psychology, philosophy, sociology, and other disciplines, the only thing
left is an ultimately undefinable sense of the transcendent and, perhaps,
the human response to it. Make no mistake: this is the essence of religion,
or what Raffaele Pertazzoni called the “essential character of religion.™
But it is particularly hard to substantiate this claim because the essence
of religion, the transcendent that demands human actention, orders all
of existence, and injects meaning into everything else, rises above the
scientific categories common to the rest of the curriculum.'

One religious scholar, Rudolf Ortto, called this ineffable yet essential
aspect of religion the Holy. His description of the Holy has reccived
mixed reviews by other scholars of religion, on precisely the grounds
one would expect: How do you define the Holy? The answer, of course,
is that you don't. Otto himself says in his /dea of the Holy (after giving
some attempts at description) that if you don't know what he is talking
about, don't bother finishing the book." And there you have the
difficulties of defining religious studies as a discipline.

In spite of the dangers of the specialist approach, the value of this
kind of study is indisputable. A particularly fine example has been the
work done by Joseph Campbell on religious mythology.'* Although
Campbell at times seems to come close to overemphasizing myth,
he is not a reductionist. By focusing on myth in Eastern and Western
religions, by comparing mythological traditions with one another,
and by making general readers aware of the beaury and value of
these traditions, he has educated us all to the role of “myth” in our

rc|Igiﬂus lives.




Conclusion

As with most divisions of the sort we have just oy tlined,
of stances in real life is not anywhere so near. Scminar}- p
are Christian theologians at times become both reporters
in their approach to religion. University teachers of religi
mighr ro squelch the last vesriges of theological partisan
work. will find it squeaking through in subde ways,
with thar fact and honestly recognize it, will find ¢
improved. Even the most calloused psychologists of
profit relate their findings to the larger religious SPectrum and wil] b,
able to do some responsible theologizing with the ﬁndingsi

In sum, all three stances are important, and chis is good. It was 3
antireligionist who said that “cold gray eyes do not know the value of
things.” Were his words to be applied to religious studies, he would be
speaking deep truth. Deep passion for religion can fire the insider, the
reporter, and the specialist almost in equal measure. We must draw on
all three sources 1o find a picture of religion
justice to our subject.

In saying this we are not really saying anything startling, It s 5
common reminder of our human condition to recognize that one
viewpoint seldom does the trick in deciding important questions. Mosr
of you will remember how you selected a college ro attend. Perhaps you
looked through college catalogs and guides for hard numbers on the
school and the classes offered. You might have taken a personal visit to
the campus for addirional objective dara. But you also listened closely
to the advocates for the school—the admissions officers, students, and
faculty members. You knew they were “biased,” that they wanted you
to come. Still you rook thar into account and you listened. Perhaps you
listened most closely of all to the specialists, the members of the
department you wanted to major in. You probably evaluated the
informarion from the various sources differently, but you valued it all.
[t all helped you find “truth” and see the choices clearly.

There is an objective character of ultimate reality that the student of
religion seeks to understand. Bur it takes dara from all three stances,
that of the insider, the reporter, and the specialist, to see it clearly.
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Conclusion

As with most divisions of the sort we have just ourlined
of stances in real life is not anywhere so neat. Seminary
are Christian theologians at times become both reporters and specialises
in their approach to religion. University teachers of religion, try as they
might to squelch the last vestiges of theological partisanship from their
work, will find it squeaking through in subde ways. Those who relax
with that fact and honestly recognize it, will find their worl greadly
improved. Even the most calloused psychologists of religion will with
profit relate their findings to the larger religious spectrum and will be
able to do some responsible theologizing with the findings.

In sum, all three stances are important, and this is good, Iy was an
anrireligionist who said thar “cold gray eyes do not know the value of
things.” Were his words to be applied to religious studies, he would be
speaking deep truth. Deep passion for religion can fire the insider, the
reporter, and the specialist almost in equal measure. We must draw on
all three sources to find a picture of religion that even begins to do
justice to our subject.

In saying this we are nor really saying anything startling. It is a
common reminder of our human condition ro recognize thar one
viewpoint seldom does the trick in deciding important questions, Most
of you will remember how you selecred a college to artend. Perhaps you
looked through college catalogs and guides for hard numbers on the
school and the classes offered. You might have raken a personal visit to
the campus for additional objective dara. But you also listened closely
to the advocates for the school—the admissions officers, students, and
faculty members. You knew they were “biased,” that they wanred you
to come. Still you took that into account and you listened. Perhaps you
listened most closely of all to the specialists, the members of the
department you wanted to major in. You probably evaluarted the
information from the various sources differently, but you valued it all.
It all helped you find “truth” and see the choices clearly.

There is an objective character of ultimare reality thar the student of
religion secks to understand. Bur it takes dara from all three stances,
that of the insider, the reporter, and the specialist, to see it clearly.

» the Stparation
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EXERCISE

One author of a recent text on religion said, “In certain areas of
knowledge,... personal involvements is not an obstacle to, bur a condition of.
objectivity. °* What do you think he meant? Explain your understanding of
“objectivity” when it comes to the study of religion. Is objectivity possible?

Write three one-page essays describing a worship service you've attended
recently. One of the essays should be written from an insider’s stance, one
from a reporter’s stance, and one from a specialist’s stance (for the latter;
choose the viewpoint of the piychologist, the sociologist, or the philasopber).

T T e ————




Wha: Kind of Observer Am I? 37

EXERCISE

J—

One author of a recent text on religion said, “In certain areas of
tnowledge.... personal involvement is not an obstacle ro, but a condition of,
objectiviny " Whar do you think he meant? Explain your understanding of
“objecrivity” when it comes to the srudy of religion. Iy objectivity possible?

Write three one-page essays describing a worship service you've attended
recently One of the essays should be wrirten from an insider’s stance, one
from a reporser’s stance, and one from a specialists stance (for the latrer;
choose the viewpoint of the psychologiss, the sociologist, or the philosopher).
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Skill #3: Develop an appropriate harmony between researcher and
researched, the “consent of being to being” that most lends itself to
the relative objectivity required for social scientific research.

with and decide whar stance—thart of insider, reporter, or

specialist—to take, there’s still the marter of our attitude toward
this whole venture. Arricude doesn’t sound like a scientific subject. Burt
I can still remember how important it was to my parents, especially
when they would tell me to do a chore. Shoveling snow from our
Minnesota sidewalk is an example that comes to mind. | can remember
my mother caring a great deal whether [ did it with a cheerful, willing
attitude or whether I groused the whole time. The same amount of
work got done, but for some reason it was important to my mother
whether | worked with a good artitude or not. For her, at least, that
seemed to affect the whole project.

A similar thing could be said about the scholar of religion—especially
the scholar of religion. Because religion is such a visceral topic for all
people, subjects and scholars alike, the attitude with which the work is
done can not only make it a pleasant or unpleasant task but can actually
affect the ourcome of the work, perhaps to an extent that pertains in no

other academic discipline.

E ven after we choose a prescribed definition of religion to work

39
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That's a sweeping statement and one hard to defend. Since | think it
is true, however, I will try to do so. I will not artack the topic directly,
since artitude is not a normal consideration in determining gogq
scientific method. Rather, 1 will actempr to defend my position by
discussing four terms: respect, humility, sensitivity, and self-advocacy,

Respect

By respect, | mean handling with care the religious beliefs we are
working with. Respect means not laughing at, mocking, or belinling
the ideas that other people use to order their lives.

’ This is not always the ecasiest thing to do. Religious scholars rup
into some preery interesting stuff. I'll never forget my initial reacripn
when 1 learned that Hindu priests often use cow urine for medicinal
purposes. And | know | don't want to know all the details abour some
of the ingredients that shamans use in their native medicines. Its kind of
like not really wanting to know exactly what ingredients go into hor dogs,

Respecting other people’s beliefs doesn't mean indiscriminarely
agreeing with everything you run across. However, it does entail realizing
that these somerimes strange beliefs are extremely important to people.
Often they are beliefs that have sustained certain groups of people for
centuries. Thar kind of tradition demands respect. As Wilfred Canrwell
Smith has noted, “basically, the [religion] student has to deal nor with
religions, bur with religious persons.™ Persons like you and me.

The question of respect has come up in two hotly debated ropics in
religious studies in the last one hundred years. One of the two—the
universality of religious belief in human beings and cultures—is generally
agreed upon by scholars today. There have been no cultures of any
significant length or breadth that did without religion for long. Modern
toralitarian cultures that deny religion have been unable to do so for
extended periods of time. And when such culrures fall (as Marxist cultures
in Europe and Asia have recently done), we learn thar, in spite of years
of consistent persecution and suppression, the indigenous religions have
survived, and usually flourished, underground. Religion is a universal
human endeavor.

As such religion demands our respect. It appears that people are not
religious on a whim. We believe because something about being human
drives us to seck a power beyond ourselves that explains and orders

I
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existence. And we don't believe things differently from others just to be
contrary. Most people choose rtheir religion because icis che religion of
their parents and their culture. Just as we wouldn't make fun of someone
because of some cultural trait, such as taking one’s shoes off at the door
of one’s house, so civilized people do not belittle religious beliefs just
because they are different. In a very important sense, as religious beings
we are all in the same boat—searching for a safe harbor.

The second of the two hotly debated issues is a bit more complex.
During the late nineteenth and early rwentieth centuries, it became
common for religious scholars, many of them anthropologists and
archaeologists, to attempt to find the common origin of all religion.?
They did not seck a particular place, like a religious mail-order house
that sent out different models of the same basic product, but a common
developmental pattern thar all religions in all cultures have gone
through.? The proposed developmental schemes differed. Some locared
the origin of religion in magic and superstition.! Others postulared its
origin in “animist” beliefs thar all physical things are invested with a
spiric: only with time, the theory goes, did these beliefs develop into
faith in personal gods and then a single God.® Some objected to this
scheme and postulated that all religions are grounded in belief in single
“high” gods, and that belief in many gods (polytheism) came later.®
Some, philosophers and psychologists among them, tried to formulare
schemes abour developing human consciousness thar correspond to the
different forms religions have raken, usually from generalized communal
tribal consciousness to individual consciousness and then, ironically,
headed toward a new global consciousness.”

This search for developmental schemes was difficult ar best.
Scientifically, it was difficult because theorists had to rely on a grear
deal of speculation about the original cultures which are eicher gone or
changed dramatically. Modern rribal cultures in Africa, Asia, and the
South Pacific were studied, and extrapolations were made from those
findings to the earliest times. Still, the legitimacy of these scarches came
to be questioned more and more because of the sheer difficulty of the
task of re-creation.

But another problem with these schemes arose, one more in ne
with our present subject, respect. It is almost inevitable when talking
abourt development to make the simple associations berween new-and-
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d-and-primirive. Books wrirten about primitive, archaic,
igions were common around the turn of the cengy ,
and in many one did not h?w to scratch far below the surface to revey
2 prejudice against che ﬂII._{ in favor of the n;w. M_an}: scholars began to
object to these characterizations. Some efshe ?bl:ﬂmm’ had to do the
growing urpopularity with evolution as a sati:si;'atl:tur}r explanation of
human Consciousness development. Still more eriric ism arose after World
War |, a war that was a blow to those who had optimistically predicted
the end of war as human beings became more and more civilized and
reached higher and higher planes of consciousness. The net result for
religious studies was a renewed cmpha?ls on respect for whar had
prcvinusly been called “primicive“ religions. This respect was then
extrapolated to include all religions different from one’s own.® Respect
became the arttitude of choice for the religion scholar.

The issue remains a difficult one, however. It is complicated by two
conflicting observations: First, there does seem o be plenty of evidence
to indicate that religions do develop, from simple to complex forms,
and often from whart seems to be worse to berter—from cannibalism to
more balanced meals, for example.” Second, however, all modern 3
religions have their share of evil in them, and it is difficult sometimes 1o
hold any of them up as models of all we would like to point ro as exemnplary.

Actually, E Max Miiller, a nincteenth-century scholar who some
point to as the founder of the discipline of religious studies, anticipated
some of these problems in an essay he wrote in 1885, “The Savage™: "1
could never understand why a certain hesitation in answering so difficult
a question ['Did man begin as a savage?’] should arouse so many angry
feelings till it began to dawn on me that those who do not unreservedly
admit that man began as a savage are supposed to hold that man was
created a perfect and almost angelic being .. . or as a child.”"

Miiller argues that we simply don’t have enough evidence to decide
what human beings began as: “Disappointing as it may sound, the fact
must be faced, nevertheless, that our reasoning faculties, wonderful as
they are, break down completely before all problems concerning the
origin of things.” He anticipated the modern position thar, since all
religions postulate stories both mythological and historical about human
beginnings and since it really is difficult to “prove” any of the stories sciendfically

we must, both as scholars and human beings, respect them all.
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and superstitious religions were common around the n:n
and in many one did not have to scratch far below the 2
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object to these characrerizations. Some of the ':'bjftl:ians?.l T ikgan 54
growing unpopularity with evolution as 3 satisfactory ual 10 do g
human consciousness development. Saill more criricism amsf:élauun of
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the end of war as human beings became more and more ci:-f, Fedicreq
reached higher and higher planes of consciousness, The nctlrul':d ang
religious studies was a renewed emphasis on respect for w;f“lt for
previously been called “primitive” religions. Thijs resgices w:rhhid
extrapolated to include all religions different from ONES own.® Rag 5
became the attitude of choice for the religion scholar. P
'I'he_issue rcmai::ns a ::Iifﬁcu]: one, however. It is complicared by two
conflicting observations: First, there does seem to be plenty of evidence
to indicare thar religions do develop, from simple to complex forms,
and often from what seems to be worse to betrer—from cannibalism g
more balanced meals, for example.® Second, however, all moder
religions have their share of evil in them, and it is difficulc sometimes g
hold any of them up as models of all we would like to point to as exemplary,
Actually, F. Max Miiller, a nineteenth-century scholar who some
point to as the founder of the discipline of religious studies, anticipated
some of these problems in an essay he wrote in 1885, “The Savage™ “|
could never understand why a certain hesitation in answering so difficult
a question ['Did man begin as a savage?’] should arouse so many angry
feelings «ill it began to dawn on me that those who do not unreservedly
admit that man began as a savage are supposed to hold that man was
created a perfect and almost angelic being .. . or as a child.™" .
Miiller argues thar we simply don't have enough evidence to decide
whar human beings began as: “Disappointing as it may sound, the fac
must be faced, nevertheless, that our reasoning faculries, wc-ndffﬁﬂ b
they are, break down completely before all problems concerning 'J""E
origin of things.” He anticipated the modern position that, since i
religions postulate stories both mythological and histo rica].al:ln'flr h_um:m
beginnings and since it really is difficult to “prove” any of the stories
we must, both as scholars and human beings, respect them all.
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This position has two implications. One is that scholars rarely use
words like primitive and archaic for chronoelogically older religions. More
acceptable terms include indigenons and mibal Although some scholars
do recognize developmental schemes in religions, they are careful to
note that they do not mean by this that newer necessarily means better.

The second implication is that respect must pertain even if we
disagree with someone personally. When you looked at the three
alternarives Miiller offered about how human beings began—perfecr,
childlike, savage—I'm sure you suddenly had scrong feelings about which

would comport the best with your personal religious beliefs. This brings
us ro our second word.

Humility

Science and religion have had their disagreements over the years,
but on one point they should find perfect harmony. Both should instill
in their pracritioners and theorists a grear deal of humility. The fact that
they don't, that there is no shortage of either arrogant scientises or
arrogant theologians, should not deflecr us from the cenrtral point:
humility is a key atitude.

Scientsts should be humble simply in the face of the history of
science. Today’s theories are tomorrow’s historical curiosities. If rules
are made to be broken, scientific theories are made to be superseded by
new discoveries and better explanatory systems. Despite all the wonderful
discoveries and inventions the past two hundred years of science have
provided us, the frontiers of the still-to-be-discovered are as broad and
deep as ever. The prospects for every scientist should be both exciting
and humbling.

Theologians should be similarly humbled by their subject marter.
All religions postulate the existence of a higher power or interpretive
principle. For almost all, that power or principle has indefinable
elements. In Christian theology, for example, certain things abour God's
nature and purpose can be known—enough for us to know God’s
requirements, is how it is usually stated—bur other things may not be
known. Human beings cannot fully fathom the extraordinary nature of
God.*This_element_of mystery. combined with our human status as
creatures in the Creator-creature, relationship, means that humility is

o —

the only proper response in the face of God’s existence.
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What this means is that on two, perhaps three, counts the scholy, of
religion should demonstrate humility—both as scientist and ag studen;
of religion. If those inside a religious tradition are humbled by the depth
of its subject marter, how much more so should those ourside the
tradition be humbled.

But perhaps the third count is the most important, because 1] of us
come to the task of religious studies with a faith commitment of our
own. The discipline does not require that we give up that co Mmitment.
As we saw in the last chaprer, the best students of religion are those who
recognize their commitment and are able to use it as firm ground from
which to respectfully study other systems of commitment. Bur the field
of religious studies does require that we not let our own commitment
in any way contribute to falsifying the data we collect abourt other
religions. And humility is a helpful tool to prevent our own faith
commitment from becoming a means of even unintentional
untruthfulness.

This does not mean that we are in any way minimizing the
importance of whar we believe or our commitment to it. It simply means
that humility is a way of doing a reality check. For Christians it means
that even though we may think our religion is the on we
still don't know everything there is o know abour God. In fact, we
know only a tiny fraction of all there is to know about God. This
recognition is humility. It helps us to respect other human beings with
different beliefs and to be open and sensitive to their concerns.

il

Sensitivity

Sensitivity cuts two ways. | remember reading one of my first religious
studies textbooks, and the authors suggested in thar rextbook that
Abraham was probably an eponymous character. When 1 looked up
eponymous, I discovered it meant “representative of a group of similar
people.” Abraham, these authors were saying, was not a single person,
but many people, and this name represented a whole class of people
who all migrated from the eastern lavant to the western, who were leaders
of large extended families or tribes, and who evenrually coalesced to
found a new nation that came to be called Israel."

I was shocked. Abraham was my hero. The moving story of his
willingness to sacrifice his son lsaac was one of my favorites in all of

L g
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Whar this means is that on two, perhaps three, counts the scholar of
religion should demonstrate humilicy—both as scientise and as gp dm:
of religion. If those inside a religious tradidon are humbled by the de r]:
of its subject martter, how much more so should those nutsidgi.l
tradition be humbled. ¢
But perhaps the third count is the most imporrant, because g of ug
come to the rask of religious studies with a faicth commitment of g,
own. The discipline does not require thar we give up
As we saw in the last chapter, the best students of reli
; recognize their commitment and are able to use it
which to respectfully study other systems of commitment. By the field
of religious studies does require that we not let our own COMmitmeng
in any way contribute to falsifying the data we collect abourt other
religions. And humility is a helpful tool to prevent our own faith
commitment from becoming a means of even unintentional
untruthfulness.

This does not mean that we are in any way minimizing the
importance of what we believe or our commitment to i, I simply means
that humility is a way of doing a reality check. For Christians ic means
that even though we may think our religion is the one, true relision. we
still don't know everything there is to know about God. In

oW _evi fact, we
know only a tiny fraction of all there is to know about God. This

recognition is humility. It helps us to respect other human beings with
different belicfs and to be open and sensicive to their concerns.

that commitmen,
gion are those who
as firm ground from

Sensitivity

Sensitivity cuts two ways. | remember reading one of my first religious
studies textbooks, and the authors suggested in that textbook that
Abraham was probably an eponymous character. When 1 looked up
cponymous, [ discovered it meant “representative of a group of similar
people.” Abraham, these authors were saying, was not a single person,
but many people, and this name represented a whole class of people
who all migrated from the eastern lavant to the western, who were leaders
of large extended families or tribes, and who eventually coalesced to
found a new nation that came to be called Isracl."

I was shocked. Abraham was my hero. The moving story of his
willingness to sacrifice his son Isaac was one of my favorites in all of

.
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Scriprure. When [ thought of faithfulness, 1 thought of Abraham. I
even had in mind a picture of whar this wonderful person looked like.
And now this author was suggesting thart this person didn't really exist
in the way | thought he did.

When I began to teach world religions classes to college and then
seminary students, | learned another lesson in sensitivity. I always started
my classes with the grear Eastern religions—Hinduism, Confucianism,
and Buddhism—and then slowly worked my way west. | prided myself
on being respectful, humble, clear, and truthful as | described these
belief systems that were nor my own and were not the religious traditions
of my largely Christian students. The first half of the class usually went
swimmingly: I told the stories of Buddha, Mahavira, and Confucius; |
described their grear achievements and some of the stories thar grew up
around these larger-than-life figures. The students felt comfortable with
this engaging (I'm sure) recitation. But when we got to Judaism and, to
the stories of Moses, Jesus, and Paul, the mood always changed. [ don't
think I varied my teaching technique one bit—the same formart, the
same historical recitation of whar happened. Bur the students did not
smile knowingly in the same way when I described Paul’s interesting
personality quirks. Moses’ temper tantrum, as I engagingly termed it,
when he came down from Sinai and discovered the golden calf, was
serious stuff. And I was not being as serious as my students wanted me
to be.

The beginning religious studies scholar is almost never sensirtive
enough about other people’s religious beliefs and almost always too
sensitive about his or her own. A good rule of chumb is for you to
expect to have to make a great cffort on two fronts. First, go out of your
way to describe other people’s religious beliefs in charitable,
understanding trerms. Second, realize that, if your religion is as true as
you think it is, it w:ll mﬂmt:md a great deal of honest, objective scrurtiny.
However, for a long time, honest, objective scrutiny will seem
suspiciously like blasphemy to you. Get used to it. And if you do, I can
promise you two things. You will become a better scholar for it. And,
more importantly, your personal faith will become stronger and even
more meaningful to you.

A final thought: don't expect this to come easily. Remember thac
sensitivity is a two-way streer. People in other religious traditions come
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ar their studies in the same way you come at yours. B]:asph:m:,-, ,m“
sensitivirty, also cuts two ways: what 1:113.}" g l:'ﬂ you like the fairest
possible explanation of another religious l:radl.'l:u,:-n may seem rotally
biased to its followers. Trying to arrive at explanations thar satisfy both

parties takes hard work.

Self-Advocacy

SEIF-adunca;-:y is the way the world’s religious tradirions promote
themselves to their children and to those in other religious tradirions or
those of no religious tradition. For the scholars of rcIiginr}. Jsr.-lf'-adw.ru;aq.-
raises an important question: Does championing one religious tradition
over another have any place in the scholarly study of religion? The answer
to thar, especially in the data collection stage, is no. To many of you this v
will seem like a simple and logical answer. But to others of you it will
confirm your worst fears: namely, that by becoming a religious studies ;
scholar, you are being expected to give up an essential element of your &
faith. Let me make three comments that [ hope will be of help in

this marter.”? y
First, all religions in some sense self-advocate. All advocate, All reach 2
r&gfﬂiﬁ_rj_gg_y_ﬁ the true and right way. -
Some are more intentional about their self-advocacy. Of the major 5
world religions, Christianity, Buddhism, and Islam are often termed i

the so-called “missionary” religions, because their founders told their
followers explicitly to go and preach the gospel/dhamma/Quran. Burt
the other world religions, and in their own way the indigenous religions,
self-advocate also. They all describe reality in a way they think is true. 3

Sometimes they believe that their tribe or group has a special place in =
that description of reality and thar “God” has made other provisions »
for other peoples. But that belief in itself is a way of determining for 5
others whar their religious destiny should be in terms of the destiny of :':

the enlightened ones. If you don't believe this, there is a simple way o
test it: challenge followers of one of the so-called nonmissionary religions
on the way they describe the world. You will discover an extremely
strong artachment to their description and ro all of our places in it.
Since all religions self-advocare in some sense, no tradition needs to
apologize for its self-advocacy. There is a movement afoor that teaches
that none of the religions should self-advocate. Bur this movement has
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at their studies in the same way you come at yours, E‘Iﬂp}l:m}r‘ like
sensitivity, also cuts two ways: what may seem to you like the faires;
possible explanation of another religious tradition may seem to; ally
biased to its followers. Trying to arrive at explanations char satisfy bogh
parties takes hard work.

Self-Advocacy

Sclf-advocacy is the way the world’s religious rraditions Promare
themsclves to their children and to those in other religious traditions o
those of no religious tradition. For the scholars of religion, self-advoca
raises an important question: Does championing one religious tradition
over another have any place in the scholarly study of religion? The answer
to that, especially in the dara collection stage, is no. To many of you this
will seem like a simple and logical answer. But to others of you ir will
confirm your worst fears: namely. that by becoming a religious studies
scholar, you are being expected to give up an essential element of your
faich. Ler me make rhree comments that | hope will be of help in
this macter."

First, all religions in some sense self-advocare. All advocare, All seach
that their way is the true and right way

Some are more intentional about their self-advocacy. Of the major
world religions, Christianity, Buddhism, and Islam are often termed
the so-called "missionary” religions, because their founders told their
followers explicitly to go and preach the gospel/dhamma/Quran. But
the other world religions, and in their own way the indigenous religions,
sclf-advocate also. They all describe reality in a way they think is true.
Sometimes they believe thar their tribe or group has a special place in
that deseription of reality and that “God” has made other provisions
for other peoples. But that belief in itself is a way of determining for
others what their religious destiny should be in terms of the destiny of
the enlightened ones. If you don't believe this, there is a simple way to
test it: challenge followers of one of the so-called nonmissionary religions
on the way they describe the world. You will discover an extremely
strong attachment to their descriprion and to all of our places in it.

Since all religions self-advocate in some sense, no tradition needs to
apologize for its self-advocacy. There is a movement afoot that teaches
that none of the religions should self-advocate. Bue this movement has
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a religious fervor of its own abourt ir; thar is to say, it is a mission in
.tself. It is promoted by those who hold and rteach it to be the best
description of the way things should be—for everyone. As a self-
advocating message, it needs to be taken seriously, understood, and
evaluated, like any other form of witness and religious belief. Bur
acceprance of it is not a requirement for doing religious srudies.

Second, if all religions self-advocate, then the question we face is not
wh:[}xcr_{{ should be done, but when.

Religious studies methodology suggests that self-advocacy is not a
part of religious studies. Thus, one doing religious studies holds in
abeyance the self-advocating urge, either by doing it prior to study or
doing it after study or allowing that someone else will be doing it or
recognizing that it has already been done.

Third, equally important is the guestion how selfadvocacy activity is
done.
~“"As important as the timing question is the question of how self-
advocacy should be done. One way to answer this question would be to
say that it is none of the business of the religious scholar. That may be
correct. | wonder, however, if this is not something about which the
study of religion should have a great deal to say, particularly on the
historical study of missions in the different religions. Often, self-advocacy
has been a positive world force. At other times it has not. Some helpful
research and commentary from religious studies scholars might be
forthcoming on the issue.

The questions of advocacy naturally lead one roward the questions
of criteria of good and bad religions—in short, the questions of truth.
These are valid questions for the religious studies scholar. Bur they are
later rather than earlier questions. Scholars go through the steps of
collecting informartion and explaining it accurately before they underrake
the task of valuation. We will do the same and will address the question
of truth in chaprer 8.

EXERCISE

Write @ one-page historical sketch of the life of Mubammad and a one-
page historical sketch of the life of Jesus. Compare the two, and write a one-
page analysis of differences between the two as you have written them.

L
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Determining the Religious Event

Skill #4: Master the normarive literatures necessary to a specific research
project, paying special attention to the time, place, structure, and
function of the culture and religion(s) central to the topic.

essential preliminary work. Reading chaprer 1 will have helped

you to define religion in a way that will allow you to be most
efficient with your project. Now you must do something further: locate
the object of your study in time and space and determine the structure
and Funcrion of the belief or practice you will research. Then you must
master the literatures appropriate to cach.

Other disciplines might call this locating process “limiting the
subject.” Religious studies is a huge field, and if you hope to carry out a
valid rescarch project, you must cut down the ficld to a manageable
size, An analogy might help.

e most difficulrdeeision for someone wishing to drill an oil well
is where to drill. Since an oil well is an expensive undertaking, drillers
spend a grear deal of time researching the possible locarions by analyzing
the topography of the area, the results of previous drilling in the area,
and other signs and signals that might indicate where the oil lies. Only
after all this preliminary work is done does the drilling commence.

The religious studies scholar does similar pre-project rescarch. The
field of religion is as wide open as the fields in which oilmen choose to
drill. You can't drill everywhere, and choices made before the study begins

B efore starting a religious studies project, you must do some

51




wini

28 . Gb&cni"g

e
will make a difference in the focus,and value of the Project. Relio:

and religious practices are as Gamerous as the possible locations ;p;m
oil well. Homing in on the one to study and then placing i i tl:n
context of the entire field is an important first seep.! Tl'iditinni”}, th,"'
locating process in religious studies considers all three factors mtn:i::m.;j

at the beginning of this chapter: time, place, and strucrure,
Time: The Influence of Development

Religion is not staric. It changes. Religion itself changes, religious
people change, and the cultures thar carry religions change. Therefore
if you want ro study a religious practice or belief, the firse thing 10 do E
to locate it in this process of historical change.?

Sometimes this time location is importanrt as ba::l:gm._md
information. It is essential, for example, to know thar the Buddh, grew
up in a privileged home of nobles and that many of his carly teachings
have an anti-instirutional cast that reflect his rejection of thay home
life. Later in his teaching career he had to deal with a growing number
of followers who needed to be organized, directed, and discipiin,ﬂdl
The Buddha began to teach on these subjects, out of necessity, in a way
that would probably have never occurred to him as a young man. The
time of his teaching is an important factor to consider in understandin g
his teaching.”

Somerimes this time location is important in order 1o understand
the development of a doctrine? Early in Muhammad’s career as a street
preacher in Mecca, he taught abour a concepr known as jikad in terms

* of individual, internal spiritual warfare. Larer, when Muhammad had

- developed a large following and had gained some political as well as
spiritual authority, his teachings on jihad took on a more outward, social

 cast. Both of these early and late teachings are present in the Quran. :
‘Knowing the timing of cach adds a richness and depth to the teaching
of jihad that Muslim theologians grapple with today.*

You should know as a religious studies scholar that different religious
groups are more or less open to the concept of religious practices

fdeveloping (or not developing) in time. Groups that emphasize 3

* revelation from God or the Eternal tend to downplay developmental ;
themes, particularly as they relate to doctrine. These religious groups :
emphasize the once-for-all revelation’and the unchangeableness of the

s
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doctrine as it is received from God. Most of these groups, howﬂgr, do
acknowledge that human understanding of the divine revelations
changes, often growing in depth and application over time.*

Other groups view all religion as a product of developmental forces;
in fact, some of these groups view nothing about religion as unchanging
or solid. Everything is a function of time, and to speak of any enduring
essence is a mistake.®

As a religious studies scholar you will probably find yourself striking
a happy medium berween these two positions. Most scholars recognize
chat there are some consistent elements within each religion thar give it
iprr.gj identity’ (making Christianity Christianity, for example, no
matter what the time or place), but thar all religions do change over
time and it is essential to understand the broad sweep of those changes.

How dc- you carry out this timc—lncating tasl-:’ Lert’s say rha: you
nineteenth c:nty:}r}rm: first step is to g:t a sense of the full sweep of
conversion as it has been viewed throughout Christian history. Unless
you are writing a thesis on the subject and are prepared to read eighry
to a hundred books, a good place to start would be articles in religion
encyclopedias.®* Look under “conversion, Christian.” Encyclopedia

articles tend to be overviews and will give e you a good scnsc of what

n:gnvcrsu:ln has _meant in Chnﬂlan circles during thwrm o

------

this belief or pra.cuc-.: fit in rh¢ overall dtvdr:rpmtntal patccrn of dus
pg_rpcular religious tradition?

A second step is to read more specific material on the period of your
study. This might be a chapter in a book on nineteenth-century
Christianity. A good place to start here is the bibliography that was
probably attached to the encyclopedia article. Another option is to write
or call an expert or two in the field (again, names might be at the end of
the encyclopedia article) and ask them whart they consider to be the
best concise summary of the period in question.” Time needed: two
hours, although the task may be spread out over a number of days
because of the correspondence involved. Key question: What is
distinctive abour this belief or practice during this time period?

Third, in the course of your rcacﬁng you may find more specific
information that you need to follow up. Perhaps you will discover that
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doctrine as it is received from God. Most of these groups, however, do
acknowledge that human understanding of the divine revelations
changes, often growing in depth and application over time.*

Other groups view all religion as a product of developmental forces;
in fact, some of these groups view nothing about religion as unchanging
or solid. Everything is a function of time, and to speak of any enduring
essence is a mistake.®

As a religious studies scholdr you will probably find yourself striking
a happy medium berween these two positions. Most scholars recognize
that there are some consistent elements within each religion that give it
special identiey” (making Christianity Christianity, for example, no
matter what the time or place}, burt that all religions do change over
rime and it is essential to understand the broad sweep of those changes.

How do you carry our this time-locating task? Let’s say thar you
have an_idea that you wanr to study Christian conversion in the.
nineteenth century, The first step is to get a sense of the full sweep of
conversion as it has been viewed throughout Christian history. Unless
you are writing a thesis on the subject and are prepared to read eighry
to a hundred books, a good place to start would be arricles in religion
encyclopedias.! Look under “conversion, Christian.” Encyclopedia
articles tend to be overviews and will give you a pood sensc of what
conversion has meant in Christian circles during thepajor periods of

o

particular religious tradition?

A second step is to read more specific material on the period pf your
s&?y. This might be a chaprer in a book on nineteenth-century

ristianity. A good place to start here is the bibliography that was
probably attached to the encyclopedia article. Another option is to write
or call an expert or two in the field (again, names might be at the end of
| the encyclopedia article) and ask them what they consider to be the
| best concise summary of the period in _question.” Time needed: rwo
hours, although the task may be spread out over a number of days
because of the correspondence involved. Key question: What is
distinctive about this belief or practice during this time period?

Third, in the course of your reading you may hind more specific
information thart you need to follow up. Perhaps you will discover that
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someone has written an article titled or subtitled *Christian Conversion
in the Nineteenth Century,” the exact topic of your prospecrive work.
Reading this article, of course, is a must. It could lead you in ope of
several possible directions. It may convince you that your topic is covered
already and you neced to change. That will seldom happen, however,
because there will almost always be something about the subject thar
you want to investigate but the author has not dealt with. This primary
work, however, may force you to focus your project more sharply than

you had intended. Time needed: variable. Key question: How does the

rime- location question affect my project as | have formulated i

" Une final note on time location: different religions have differen
views of the function of time. Western religions view time as linear,
moving from starting point A to the present Broa culminating point C
sometime in the future. Eastern religions don't view religious rime as
moving in thar same way. For religions like Hinduism and Buddhism,
time tends to move in repeatable sequences, spirals, or circles, rather
than straighe lines. In one sense, this does nor change the way we view
time as we do our scholarly research. When placed in secular, historical
rime, these religions do have religious histories that can be understood
as linear. In another important sense. however, it has a grear deal ro do
with our research method. Adherents of these religions, because they
view sacred time differently, behave differently, and that perceprion and
practice must be factored into our understanding of time development.'

Place: The Influence of Culture

When we consider the factor of time, we are considering mostly the
influence of development within the history of a particular religious
tradition. The factor of place focuses more on the relationship between
a religion and the culture in which it thrives {or survives)."

For example, it is essendal that the student of Buddhism understand
that when the Buddha started his teaching in 5ix:h-c¢nrur}-@dia

was addressing a culture that in some ways was becoming dissatisfied

u:igh_thg_grgglaﬂ;ng__H;ul@ru_g&l::_q;c.Thc Brahmanical sacrificial cult

become so elaborate and expensive thar many of the remple sacrifices
were out of reach of the average Indian. When seen in this light, the
Buddha's teachings on the importance of individual spiritual effort that
relies on “coming and secing” the truth for oneself and then doing

.
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something about it oneself, become much more understandable.
Knowing the cultural context also makes it easier to understand why
the Buddha's teaching ‘met with inirial success."

Another example: the New Age movement appeals to a large number
of Americans. On the one hand, this seems odd since, to many of us
“gnlightcncd" modern thinkers, some of Shirley MacLaine's
pronouncements scem, shall we say, esoteric. On the other hand, when
the teachings of the New Age are understood in the context of a

i _r.pirifuall:"r starved, secular culture that has systemarically acrempted to
remove the supernatural element from public life, the thirst for New
Age csorerica and the hope of reaching our and touching all different
kinds of spiritual beings and realities become understandable.” The
Jprevailing culture often creares itches that new and different religious
beliefs scratch.

Some religious studies scholars have felr thar the cultural element to
religion has been too long overlooked. They have emphasized it in recent
works, particularly in dealing with the phenomenon of who belongs to
what religion. John Hick, in An fnrerpretation of Religion, says that “in
some ninery-nine percent of the cases the religion which an individual
professes and to which he or she adheres depends upon the accidents of
birth.”™ Hick and others have probably rightly corrected a real lack in
the study of religion—thar is, realistic assessment of the influences of
culture on religion and religious membership. Burt in so doing, they
may have overstated the case.

This perceived overstatement has led other scholars ro think that
the unique, revelatory aspect of religion has gotten shorrchanged in the
process. Did not God (or Brahman or Allah or Yahweh) really speak,
and is it not the eternal, unchanging aspect of what was spoken that
should be the focus of our research?'

Religious studies scholars do well to take both culture and revelation
into account in their work. No religious tradition _is able to express
itself without using some cultural form to_do so. In fact, many use
scores of cultural forms. So both culture and revealed truth are necessary
to adequarely describe a religion. e - 5 turepd

The good news for the beginning scholar is that with all this emphasis +.-I elgef
on cultural influences, determining the context of a particular religion “pf
is not all char difficult today. The first step is to scarch for written marerial
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that describes the cultural influence on your ﬂhnﬁ‘;ﬂ t?p o Let's say that
you want to study the effect of Japanese c‘_ﬂm“ ey ':?..'%'_':.’].: g L= L
worship in Shinto. Due largely to the importance of this subject in
“Western trade and the events of World War 11, “, 2 dlmn{]t o find
such analyses. About two hours'hwurl:h of reading shﬂ-uld. give you a
beginning perspective on how Shll’ltﬂ: has alwa btﬁnfl unique feature
of Japanese nationalism."® Key question :%}'.b.&f this religious belief
been an important one in this particular culture?
~“There may not be written analyses of the relationship between
religion and culture for your particular project. In that case, you will
have to provide it yourself by studying the culture of the time period in
¢+ question and comparing your ﬁndin:gs with the fﬁ!iEF°“5 teaching. This
may become an auxiliary project in itself. Even if it is only a small part
of your research, it can become an important contribution.

A second step in our sample project on Shinto would be to isolare
from your reading the role that emperor worship has played in Japanese
religion and culture. Has it always been mandarory? Has the relative
importance of nationalism and rcliginus belief alwa}-rs been :vcnl}r
balanced, or have the two varied in emphasis depending on the culrural,
political, and economic situation? Whar are the key factors roday? Key
question: Whar role(s) has this pracrice played in chis culture?

A third step might be to try to determine the variety of opinions
today, from Japanese people first and from others second. on the status
of this belief. Has it changed? Is it growing in importance in the system?
Or has it been largely relocared in the tradition, or deemphasized? Key
quc.sriun: What js the srarus of this belicf in this place today?

!'hc relationship berween religion and culture has been a tricky one.
At different times, scholarly opinion has made one subservient to another
and vice versa. Both religion and culture are notoriously difficulr to
ficﬁn:—-rcliginrt fcI}r reasons outlined in chapter 1, culture because by
;_'LS Very nature it is so transitory and changca!_:plc, and its boundaries
rom one group of people to the next are so difficult to determine. It
stﬂnd:?. o reason E‘hit: given this difficulty with their definitions, the
:t:]'ﬂ:::rlt:if d‘;c:r relationship should be problematic. But in this day of
" h}; cmﬁr:: ;E'f;:is- of more and more religions having the opportunity
kot i :hu tural entities, there is no question more

at of the relationship between the rwo.

on the cutting
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that describes the cultural influence on your chosen topic, Lert's say tha
you want to study the effect of Japanese culture and reli gion on ¢mperor
worship in Shintoe. Due largely to the importance of this suhimhjn
‘Western trade and the events of World War 11, it is not difficul; to find
such analyses. About rwoe hours’ worth of reading should give you 3
beginning perspective on how Shinto has always been a unique fearyg,
of Japanese nationalism.' Key qucstiﬂn:QV_]’l:}f thas this religious beljef
been an important one in this particular culture?

There may not be written analyses of the relationship berween
religion and culture for your particular project. In thar case, you will
have to provide it yourself by studying the culture of the time period in
question and comparing your findings with the religious teaching, This
may become an auxiliary project in itself. Even if it is only a small part
of your research, it can become an important contribution.

A sccond step in our sample project on Shinto would be to isolare
from your reading the role that emperor worship has played in Japanese
religion and culture. Has it always been mandarory? Has the relacive
importance of nationalism and religious belief always been evenly
balanced, or have the two varied in emphasis depending on the cultural,
political, and economic situation? Whar are the key factors today? Key
question: What role(s) has this practice played in this culture?

A third step might be 1o try to determine the varicty of opinions
today, from Japanese people first and from others second, on the starus
of this belief. Has it changed? Is it growing in importance in the system?
Or has it been largely relocated in the tradition, or deemphasized? Key
question: What is the starus of this belief in this place roday?

The relationship between religion and culture has been a tricky one.
At different times, scholarly opinion has made one subservient ro another
and vice versa. Both religion and culture are notoriously difficult to
define—religion for reasons outlined in chaprer 1, culture because by
its very nature it is so transitory and changeable, and its boundaries
from one group of people to the next are so difficult to determine. It
stands to reason that, given this difficulty with their definitions, the
question of their relarionship should be problematic. But in this day of
rruly world religions, of more and more religions having the opportunity
to be cross-cultural entities, there is no question more on the cutting
edge than that of the relationship between the two.

Ty
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Seructure: The Importance of Function

When locaring a particular religious belief or practice in time and
space, We limit ourselves mainly to that religion. We first consider the
historical sweep of the religion, and then we consider the relarionship
berween that religion and culture. Next we should consider the belief
or practice chosen for study in comparison with similar practices in
other religions. This is called looking ar a religious practice
phenome nologically."”

At this stage of pre-project research, what you should do is not a
formal compare-and-contrast procedure, common to comparative
religion mechodology. We will discuss that in detail in chaprer 7. Right
now you just want to get an idea of the phenomenon you are abour to
'. consider and get a general impression of how widespread it is in che
whole field of religion.

For example, the idea of salvation or liberation is common in most
of the world’s religions. But the idea has different features in different
religions, so much so thart it would be a mistake to consider Chrisrian
salvation and Hindu meksha (liberation) as synonymous. Christian
salvation is an escape from sin, both willful and original, while Hindu
moksha is not freedom from sin but liberation from ignorance, from a
false way of looking at the world. Srill, the ideas are obviously related.
They are related most closely in the function they perform in Christianicy
and Hinduism. Each is the vehicle by which human life is transformed
from an unacceptable state to an acceptable one. Since most religions
have a similar vehicle, it is fair to ask of new religions: Do _you have
anything that performs the salvation/liberation function?

Another example is the concept of God or of a transcendent force
or idea. Almost all religions seem to have onc. It performs the function
of representing ultimate reality. Sometimes this reality acts personally
to intervene in the lives of human beings; ar other times it acts more
impersonally, as a model or a “retired” high god. In spite of the
similarities, the differences berween the ultimates are pronounced
enough to prevent us from considering them synonymous. God, Yahweh,
Allah, Brahman, Dhamma, Wakon Tonka, the Tao, and others have
different personalities (or no personalities) and behave in different ways.
Their similar funcrions in the structure of their religions are enough to
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classify them togecher, bur their differences are pronounced.

For some scholars, this structural approach to studying the world
religions is the best way, the way that allows religion to set itself apart
from the other disciplines such as Ps}-:hnlug}r, history, and snciulngy_ It
treats phenomena as sui generis religious, unique in their own right.

Other scholars find the comparative, phenomenclogical approach
to be needlessly analytical. It slices up religions in ways they should not
be parsed. Remove Hindu soksha from the toral rel igious system, for
example, and it can easily be misunderstood; it can be understood only
when seen within the full spectrum of Hindu thought. Trying ro isolate
phenomena is like taking squares of fabric from lictde girls' dresses, as
my wife's grandmother did, and stitching them together to make a quilt.
She produced a nice quilt. But it has nothing to do with lirde girls’
dresses. We cannot really get an understanding of dresses from the quilt.

Those who limir religious studies to phenomenology and those who
reject phenomenology are both taking extreme positions. Surely, this
systemaric approach to all the world’s religious practices has value, as
long as it is remembered thart the practices and the beliefs themselves
cannot be fully understood unless known in their natural sertings, in
their total religious settings.®

So why do we survey similar religious practices as we begin our
religious studies research projects? We do it because we can learn a lot
about a single isolated practice from secing it alongside other similar
practices. Even if our study is not, strictly speaking, a comparative one,

we can still gain a great deal of depth of understanding through
systemaric comparison

Let’s say we want to do a study of transcendenrtal meditation (T.M.)."

Our first step is to try to understand in a preliminary way the role T. M.
plays in the lives of its practitioners. Is it strictly therapeutic? Does it
connect them with the transcendent? What benefits accrue to the
practitioner? It should not be difficulr ro find a magazine article or

book chapter written by a recognized authority, outlining the role T.M.

plays. Key question: What is the primary function of T.M. in the religious
lives of its practitioners?

e Y

The second step, once we have satisfied ourselves as to T.M.’s role, is
to find the general category that subsumes this function and appears in
some or most other religions. In the case of T.M. the category might be
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prayer, for example, or it might be a category thar includes confession
and catharsis. Whartever you dertermine it is that serves the primary
function, you should then read a survey article or rwo that will give you
a general idea of the variety of practices included in this function.
Perhaps this chapter sounds more complicated than it really is.
Because all the ideas here are probably new to you as a beginning student,
| have done more explaining of them than will seem necessary after you

. have done a few religious srudies research projects. Soon you will

instinctively be able to answer the key questions of the chapter and will
be able to locate your subject martter quite accurately with a quick read
of a few well-chosen articles.

Remember, the work described in this chaprer is largely preliminary.
The research you do at this stage may never be presented in your finished
project. Or it may appear only in summary form as you describe your
project at the beginning of your paper. But doing this work is imporrant.
It can prevent a great deal of misstepping later on as you get into your
project. And it will make getting over the rough spots of research much
easier. It will give you a good idea of the lay of the land surrounding
your topic and thus will enable you to find the resources you need to
solve problems quickly.

EXERCISE

Select one of the following ropics and locate it in time, place, and
function in the religious world:

Prayer: The Devotio Moderna in Fifteenth-Century Roman
Cartholic Piery

Scriptures: The Importance of the Arabic Language to Muslim
Understandings of the Quran

Heaven: The Confucian Mandate of Heaven

Hermits:  The Forest Dwelling Stage of the Hindu Life Cycle

Pilgrimage: The Function of Holy Relics in Early Buddhism




Talking to People about Religion

Skill #5: Learn the skills of ethnographic observation, particularly the

capacity to interview on religious topics.

cligion is abourt people. This means that when we scudy religion
Rwairca.?uafmg_p;up]e Bur it means more than that. It also

means that some of the best sources of information for the
study of religion are people themselves. But there is some skill involved
in learning abour religion from people. Some of these skills involve
observation of what people do (see chapter 6). Others involve collecting
data by talking to people abour religion.

The Varieties of Human Resources on Religion

At the beginning stages of a religious studies project there is no greater
help than ralking to an expert in the religious tradition or religious
phenomenon you are about to study. Such a person can give you
invaluable advice abour the difficulty (or ease) of your project, the
problems you can expect to find, the work that has been done in that
area a]rcad}r. and resources you can use. These resources n‘light include
bibliographies, other experts, and information from churches, mosques,
and temples. Whether your adviser is an expert by confession or by
academic specialty, he or she will likely have trod art least part of the
ground you are preparing to walk.

On the other hand, there are rimes and subjects where the people
you will wanr to talk to are nort experts in the field, but are practitioners
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of the tradition. Sometimes the data you want to collect is behaviora] or
affective in nature: You may want to know what it feels like to be
converted to Christianity, what a worshiper of Vishnu knows aboyc his
or her god, what true submission to Allah means in the everyday life of
a business man. The expert is of litde help here; the practitioner can eell
you what you want to know, and then it is up to you 1o process the dara,
There are several ways to collect this kind of data. One is the person.
to-person interview. Interviews are best if the dara required are somewhar
complicated and subjective. How you feel abour God, in your own
words, can be powerful in the telling. An interview also has the most
Hexible formar for gathering dara, in thar you can depart from prepared
questions if it becomes evident thar they have lictle meaning for the
interviewee or that he or she has a berrer story to tell about something
else. If the dara you hope to collect in interviews will have to be quantified
somchow, it is best to start with a list of prepared questions and work
your way through them —bur feel free to depart from the formar and
follow interesting trails of information. One limitation of the interview
is its expense, both in money and time. This generally cuts down on the
number of contacts and the amount of informarion you can collect.!
A second dara collection technique to use with practitioners s
observation. Perhaps you are interested in the practice of prayer in a
certain religion, particularly the postures and public formars used in
prayer. Watching a certain number of adherents pray, recording your
observations, and drawing conclusions from what you observe is a valid
research technique. It avoids one subjective factor common to a verbal
interview, the tendency of people to tell you either the ideal they would
like to practice or whar they think you would like to hear about their
practice. In observation you are in control of the situation, and the only

bias you must allow for is yours as an observer. The weakness of
observation, of course, is that you are limited to external behavior, For

understanding some religious pracrices, that is eno ugh. For many others,
the external must be marched wich the internal morivation and
camprehension that can only be inferred from your observations.?

A third dara collection technique is the written questipnnaire. The
first religious studies questionnaires were developed by an American, E.
D. Starbuck, a Harvard psychologist of religion in the early rwentieth
century. Questionnaires overcome many of the limitations of interviews
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of the tradition. Sometimes the data you want to collect is behavioral of
affective in nature: You may want to know whart it feels like (4 e
converted to Christianity, whar a worshiper of Vishnu knows ahoy his
or her god, what true submission to Allah means in the everyday life of
a business man. The expert is of linde help here: the practitioner ean tell
you what you want to know, and then it is up to you to process the darg,
There are several ways to collect this kind of dara. One is the E.'-'“D i
to-person ingerview. Interviews are best if the daca required are somewhat
complicated and subjective. How you feel abour God, in your own
words, can be powerful in the telling. An interview also has the mast
Hexible format for gathering data, in thar you can deparr from prepared
questions if it becomes evident thar they have little meaning for the
interviewee or that he or she has a berter story to tell abour something
else. If the data you hope ro collect in interviews will have to be quantified
somehow, it is best to starr with a list of prepared questions and work
your way through them —bur feel free to depart from che formar and
follow interesting trails of information. One limitation of the interview
is its expense, both in money and time. This generally cuts down on the
number of contacts and the amount of information you ean collect.!
A second dara collection technique to use with pracridopers is
observation. Perhaps you are interested in the practice of prayer in a
certain religion, particularly the postures and public formars used in
prayer. Watching a certain number of adherents pray, recording your
observations, and drawing conclusions from what you observe is a valid
research technique. It avoids one subjective factor common to a verbal
interview, the tendency of people to tell you either the ideal chey would
like ro practice or whart they think you would like to hear about their
pracrice. In observartion you are in conrrol of the situation, and the only

bias you must allow for is yours as an observer. The weakness of
observadion, of course, is that imired ro al behavi or
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understanding some religious practices, that is enough. For many others,
the external must be matched with the internal motivation and
comprehension that can only be inferred from your observations.?

A third dara collection technique is the written questionnaire. The
first religious studies questionnaires were developed by an American, E.
D. Starbuck, a Harvard psychologist of religion in the early rwentieth
century. Questionnaires overcome many of the limitations of interviews
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of the tradition. Sometimes the data you want to collect is behaviora] of
affective in nature: You may want to know what it feels like 1o be
converted to Christianity, what a worshiper of Vishnu knows abouc his
or her god, what true submission to Allah means in the everyday life of
a business man. The expert is of litle help here; the pracutioner can o]
you what you want to know, and then it is up to you to proeess the data,
There are several ways to collect this kind of data. One is the person.
to-person interview. Interviews are best if the dara required are somewhar
complicated and subjective. How you feel abour God, in your own
words, can be powerful in the telling. An interview also has the maost
flexible format for gathering dara, in that you can depart from prepared
questions if it becomes evident thar they have litle meaning for the
interviewee or that he or she has a better story to tell about Eﬂm:ﬂ]ing
clse. If the data you hope to collect in interviews will have to be quantified
somechow, it is best to stare with a list of prepared questions and work
your way through them —but feel free to deparc from the formar and
follow interesting trails of information. One limitation of the interview
is its expense, both in money and time. This generally cuts down on the
number of conrtacts and the amount of information you can collect.!
A second dara collection technique to use with practitioners js
observation. Perhaps you are interested in the practice of prayer in a
certain religion, particularly the postures and public formars used in
prayer. Wartching a certain number of adherents pray, recording your
observations, and drawing conclusions from what you observe is a valid
research technique. It avoids one subjective factor common to a verbal
interview, the rendency of people to tell you either the ideal they would
like to practice or what they think you would like to hear abour their
practice. In observation you are in control of the situation, and the only

bias you must allow for is yours as an observer. The wea f
observation, of course, is that you imired to rnal behavior, For

understanding some religious practices, that is enough. For many others,
the exrernal must be matched with the internal motivation_and
comprehension that can only be inferred from your observations.?

A third darta collection technique is the written questionnaire. The
first religious studies questionnaires were developed by an American, E.
D. Starbuck, a Harvard psychologist of religion in the early rwentieth
century. Questionnaires overcome many of the limitations of interviews
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and observation: A well-written qu:stiorj.n:irc_ can reduce the amount
of subjective bias on the part of both the interviewee and interviewer; it
reduces cost and allows you to get to thousands more practitioners, if
that is che kind of ‘;nformatiur.s desired; it is also easily quantifiable, and
coday with computer processing it allows for fast and accurarte cross-
abulations on many different variables.?

All three techniques — interviews, observations, questionnaires —
can reveal important insights on religious behavior. Consider, for
example, the research done by Gordon Allport on the subject of church
Jrrendance and prejudice. Prior to Allpore, findings by psychologists of
religion had reported a positive correlation berween church attendance
and prejudice against minorities. People who attended church regularly
tended to display more prejudice. Allport questioned these findings.
Using both interviews and questionnaires, Allport discovered thar the
owo were not related in a direct cause-and-effect way, that is, going to
church and accepting Christian theology were not direct causes of
increased prejudice. Allport found thac another psychological need,
common to a high percentage of churchgoers and prejudiced people,
made it appear that the two were related. Bur religious pracrice itself
did not lead to prejudice. This type of research into religious motivations
lends itself to the questionnaire technique.*

A third group of people who can provide valuable dara in religious
studies includes the refigiously neutral, the disinterested, and the hostile.
These non-religious subjects can give you “outsider” impressions of a
religious cradition or practice. Of course the informarion you collect
will have a distince bias to it (or in some cases ignorance). Bur this
doesnt invalidate the information. As long as the bias is well-defined,
that is, as long as the group interviewed, observed, or surveyed is well-
defined, then the informartion it supplies can be used in numerous ways.?

The Dangers of First-Person Information

Each of these groups and collection rechniques has weaknesses as a
source of information. It is important that you seck expert advice in
how to collect and evaluate the data from any one of them. But several 'i
dangers lurk in dealing with all of them. |
The first danger is to W;MQMW

whom you collect dara. This is a particular danger when surveying
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practitioners. We automarically think that hcc?u‘st someone is, say, 3
Muslim, that person knows a lot about the religion of Islam. In fact,
most pguplg ha\rc ﬂnc—sidcd, iﬂEﬂmPiEL’ﬂ undtrsl:aﬂdings 'D-F t!'l-EiI oW
religion. If you are a Christian, for example, think of the kind of answer
you would get if you went to your ch urch and tapped someone at random
on the shoulder and asked him or her to give a shorrt summary of
Christianicy. Many, if not most, Christians in the pews would give
sketchy answers. Ditto for those of other religious traditions. So consider
what kind of information you are gerting when you consult the average
religious person; it is real, but it is rarely authoritative or expert.

The second danger, particularly in the interview process, is
someone with arriculate, interesting answers (0 your questions.
Unfortunately, there is no guarantee that such a person is really
representative of the group you are most interested in. In fact, such
people are often those who are rebelling in some way from their
traditional faith and have, as a result, read more and thuught more 2
abourt alternative versions of their faith than those who are quite sarisfied
with their religion. There are safeguards against idiosyncraric religious
views, of course. One is the simple applicarion of numbers—interviewing
or polling enough people that the odd answers (what William James called
“wild facts") don't get factored into the final conclusions,

of data because people want their religion o be seen in a good light. o
The people you are interviewing, observing, or polling are nor usually -
scholars, trained to be objective and precise abour data. They are probably -
people used to championing their faith. Thus, they might exaggerate -
&
]

and embellish — sometimes even prevaricate. A good data collector
allows for this, of course. A well-written questionnaire can neutralize
most advocacy by the structure, sequence, and number of its questions.

Bur advocacy must be carcfully factored into any results. M
A fourth danger — headache, really, is uncooperariveness, Not =
everyone wants to be part of your research project. Not everyone likes 2
to talk abour his or her religion. Three reasons can account for the Rt
uncooperative response. The first is a desire for privacy Many people ki
do not consider religion a public thing to be discussed with strangers. £
They view their religion to be berween themselves and the Eternal. If, &
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after hearing you fully describe your project and its aims, people say
they don' feel comfortable talking about their faith, so be it. A second
reason for uncooperativeness is insecurity. Some people are nor sure
2bout their faicth, and objective talk about it can be threatening.
[nsecurity can sometimes be overcome if you are reassuring in your
manner. Explain the limited ways in which the dara will be used. Offer
anonymirty if that is possible within the parameters of your research
lan. (Sometimes it s, and sometimes it is not. Be honest.) Be supportive
of the people you are dealing with, and assure them you are not in the
least questioning their faith. They may come around. The third reason
for uncooperativeness is hostility."Some people will simply not like you.
Perhaps the reason will be because they do not rrust someone who is not of
their religion. Perhaps they see questions as threats. There may be many
reasons. And there is licde likelihood that you will change their minds.

Advantages of Person-to-Person Research

There are many advantages of person-to-person rescarch, regardless
of the narure of your project. My doctoral dissertation was a comparison

of the monastic rule Buddhist &hikkhus in Sri Lanka live by and the
Christian monastic rule written by Saint Basil in the fifth century.® The
comparison was largely a literary and theological study; it could have
been done from the cushy confines of my office in Evanston, Illinois. I
was fortunare, however, to live for a year in Sri Lanka, and during the
course of the year I interviewed hundreds of Buddhist experts, practicing
monks, and even some people hostile to the Buddhist sangha, or order
of monks (although there are not many in that country). As a result of
these person-to-person contacts, [ was able to understand parts of the
Buddhist monastic rule that would have remained quite odd and foreign
3 to me otherwise. My depth of understanding and insight increased
tremendously, and I think the project was much improved.

Some projects, of course, cannot be done without person-to-person
contact. We are not just talking about adding a nice touch and an
increased depch of understanding; we are ralking abour projects that,
because of their design and purpose, must use social science research
m:t]'lﬂ-dﬂfn-gics and need a person-to-person t::c‘_hniqut to collect the
Necessary dara.

There are other advantages to person-to-person research. Your study
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will gain increased credibility. Being able to report on a conversation
with an expert in the field of your work means you took the time 1o get
guidance. It means that someone well-versed in the field had 4 chance
to comment on the project design, give his or her opinion on it, and
perhaps even comment on the results. The credibiliry derived from such
CONtacr is enormaous.

Your study will also demonstrate a grear sympathy with adherents
of the religions you are studying if you show you ralked wich Pracritioners
of those religions. Nothing angers Christians more, for example than
commentary from people who have never had firsthand contact wigh
Christians and are speaking from secondhand informarion and
stereotypes. The same goes for people from other religions who don't
feel they have been given a chance to have their say. Thus, a person-to-
person data collection technique not only gets you more reliable dara,
it also gains you a grear deal of sympathy and trust from those co ncerned.

Basic Rules for Person-to-Person Research

Be clear abour what you are after. There is a place for random,
exploratory informartion gathering in interpersonal research, bur if that
is your intent, be frank about it, both with yourself and with the people
you are talking to. Usually you should have done enough preliminary
research and reading to know exactly the informarion you want. You
should be able to describe your goals clearly and succincty ro the people
you talk to, observe, or poll. People are much more forthcoming with
information if you rell them what it is you seck. If they trust you and
believe in your project, they will usually go our of their way ro help.
They will feel part of the research team.

Be realistic about what you can expect. It is only after you know what
information you are looking for thar you choose the people to seek it
from. There is nothing more frustrating in person-to-person research
than trying to get information from people who do not have it or, if
they do, are incapable of articulating it. The feelings of failure in such
cases extend beyond yourself. They infect the people whom you are
interviewing. Don't overestimare what a group of people can deliver.
Set realistic goals. And make sure you use the interviewing technique or
questionnaire thar can deliver the information you need.

Don't rush to judgmeni. The time period immediately after collecting

- Ty
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is good for some things and not good for others. After an
AR for example, is an ::vfc_client time to go over your notes or
i and make corrections, addirions, or notations about observations
tape curred to you during the interview but you did not have time to
e The information is still fresh, your adrenaline is still high, and
prure insights that you will not be able to recall later. However,
“his is not the time t© make sweeping ]ur:lgments about what you have
just experienced and the dara you ha\:: Justlcullccl::d. Good and bad
feelings about the data and the person m.tcrvln'-rcd need to be caprured
fnr later eval uaﬂun, bur those same f":':ilﬂgs _ar: o0 strong righ[ after
che interview to allow for much more; they mjnli skew and color the data
if you attempt an immediate E\"EJP‘AUOH. “Wnt.: your feelings down, and
then let the material sit for a period of time.

Don't naively aceept everything your sources tell you. This may seem to
be the converse of the previous rule about not rushing ro judgment. In
a sense, a good religious studies scholar looks for the best as he or she
collects data: “1f you want to know how a religious system other than
your own deals with things, do nor start with a book written to refute
thar system. Read one written by someone who believes it. Allow thar
other person the benefit of the doubt. Let the other person represent
the religion in the best possible light,” is the way a team of experienced
researchers, John E Wilson and W. Royce Clark, put it. But they also
caution about going overboard in acceprance: “There is another kind
of nonlistener — the gullible one. This person does not really want an
explanation. He or she is looking for a guru, to believe what the guru
says to believe. This is a kind of emotional and intellectual escape method
thar says, ‘I'll accept thar because I like you' . . . That means that no
communicarion is raking place, and it probably also means that you are
developing some distorred ideas about what the other person believes.™
If during an interview the subject says something you don't understand
or don’t crust, ask a clarifying question. Do not jump to judgment, but
make sure you understand the answer and make sure that you give the
interviewee a chance to explain himself or herself withour needlessly
feeling challenged.

Keep careful records. Make sure you have a system that idenifics
where information came from and records as exactly as possible what
was said. Your procedure must be complete enough that if you come

your data
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you can ca
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back to this information a year from now—or five years ﬁ'm:n now—jr
will be clear and usable. The key questions: Who said this? Wheres
When? To whom? What exactly was said?

A Note on Personal Influences

Even the least subjecrive of the sciences, like physics and mathemarics,
are coming to recognize more and more the unavoidable role that the
emotions, insight, intuition, and cultural background of the scientis
play in research.® Some kind of influence from th':.sclfacmrs is a given.
Increasingly, this influence is seen as producrive if it is fully articulated
and allowed for in experimenral design.

The role of personal influence in religious studies is even more
pronounced. This is partly because religious studies, as we have seen,
uses more of the techniques of the social sciences than of the hard
sciences. In the social sciences, the role of the subjective is pronounced.
Objectivity is still sought. But the interaction berween the objective
and the subjective is much more a part of the process than it is in the
hard sciences.?

In religious studies this factor is complicated further. As we have
discussed on several occasions, there is an indefinable element ro religion,
The Eternal, the uldmate reality of religion, cannor be defined fully,
Thus, even if the human response to that eternal reality can be Fully
mapped and charred (itself a questionable proposition), we are still left
short in fully describing the religious event. In psychological terms, if
an “event” has two halves, the stimulus and the response, then in religious
studies only the response can be measured adequately. The stimulus can
be described by the respondent and thar description can be compared
with other respondents’ descriptions. From thar comparison, some kind
of norm can be articulated. Bur still, an element of mystery about the
stimulus half of the equarion remains. This means thar, in_religious
studies, the researcher’s religious feelings about the Eternal, the stimulus,
have the potential to play a larger than normal role. (if nosmal.is the
typical scientific posture). 1 think this has both good and bad prospects.
First, the bad. The religious studics scholar must be a scholar in every
sense of that term. There can be no question of the striving, o collect
bias-free data, of being open and honesr in thar collection, or of being a
trustworthy deliverer of informarion thar can be used, sought again,
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and then evaluated. If at any point of this conceptualizing, collecting,
and collating process the researcher allows his or her perceptions or
rechniques to become skewed because of personal religious bias, then
that person has failed as a scholar (and, I would suggest, as a religious
person, since Most religions hold up honesty as a positive value). Now,
the good. Because at some point, usually in the last or evaluation stage,
the religious studies scholar must factor in the influence of the ineffable
core of religion, the religious person who has firsthand experience of
that ineffable core is in a better position to do this sensitively. Obviously,
there are still dangers here. Even the most sensitive religious person
runs the danger of imposing his or her conception of the Eternal on the
person being consulted, whose conception and experience might be
quite different. That would be incorrect and would lead to false results.
But the religiously sensitive researcher, having made the attempr in his
or her own life to relate to the sacred and the mundane elements, can
be more alert to the problems and potentials of another person’s attempts
to do that than a person who has no religious experience. This might
mean asking better questions, probing for otherwise hidden information,
or even just exuding a sense of trustworthiness that mighr acras a caralyst
in the research process.'

EXERCISE

Interview a classmate or a friend about a religious topic. Plan on a
twenty-minute interview, and then write up the resulis in a five-page paper:
Include in the paper a statement of the interview timne, location, and subject,
and a description both physical and biographical of the interviewee. End
with a transcript or summary of the interview itself, in question-and-
answer formart.

The subject of the interview could be one of many things. Consider the
Jfollowing set of questions, based on issues raised in James McClendon'’s book
Biography as Theology (Philadelphia: Trinity, 1990), as one possibility.
Bt ffff ﬁﬂr to vary this a:canz'fr:g to your interest —or do Iﬂmﬂ;ﬂfﬂg

alr agether djﬁrenr,

1) What are your main spiritual and theological images? (For example,
if the subject is a Christian, you might ask him or her to consider
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Jesus: Is your mental image of Jesus on the cross? In the garden of
Gethsemane? Preaching?)

2) How do these key images apply to your life?

3) How do your images apply to your religious communiry’s life?

4) What parts of your religious tradition are most important to your
spiritual life? Give an example.

5) Whar parts of your tradition are not so important to your spiritual
life? Example?
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:;:l]isse cting the Religious Elements
of a Culture

Skill #6: Perform a religious audirt of a cultural serting, paying attention
1o the religious, political, economical, and geographical factors
characteristic of the socio/political system.

help but be struck by a radical difference in their development:

Hinduism for most of its history has been a largely Indian
religion. Until very recently, it has not spread beyond the cultural and
political boundaries of India. Even today, although Hinduism is gradually
becoming somerhing of a worldwide phenomenon, the vast majority of
Hindus still live in India.! Buddhism, on the other hand, has spread far
beyond the borders of its narive India. It spread carly to Sri Lanka and
then to Soucheast Asia (notably, modern Burma, Thailand, Cambaodia,
Vietnam, and Laos). Early in the second century A.D. it went to China,
then Japan and Tibet. In our day it has become firmly entrenched in
Western Europe and the United Startes.”

This sharp difference—berween Hinduism’s early parochialism and
Buddhism’s apparent universalicy—raises questions about an important
feature of all the world’s religions: their close relationship to culture. As
a part of a culture, religion takes on a shape that conforms to that culture.
Sometimes the religion takes on so many features of the culture or the

g frer reading the history of Hinduism and Buddhism, one cannot
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religion affects the culture so thoroughly that the two become almog
indistinguishable, Historically, Hinduism and Indian culture haye
formed such a bond, and that is one reason Hinduism has nort spread
far beyond the borders of India.*

Some religions don't form such a tight relationship. Somehow these
religions are able to move from culture to culture, taking with them 2
core set of beliefs and practices that remain idencifiable, yer ar the same
time showing an ability to take on cultural elements that will make
those beliefs and practices congenial to the resident populace. Reli gions
that do this most easily are often called culturally adaprable religions.*

One reason Buddhism has been able to move from culture to culoyre
is that it has always adapted itself to the local culture withour
compromising its essence. Christianity is another worldwide religion
that has shown itself to be culrurally adaprable. Both Buddhism and
Christianiry are worldwide religions with easily identifiable sets of core
beliefs and pracrices, but both have also taken on an extraordinary number
of forms by adapdng to cultural fearures in different geographic locations.

The spread—or nonspread—of religions is an interesting ropic with
conflicting explanarory theories. 1 call my own theory of why some
religions spread and others don't the McDonald’s Theory.* Religions
that lend themselves readily to categorizing and definition, particularly
in the area of doctrine, spread more easily because the core is easily
defined and the cultural accoutrements can be added and adapred. One
of the reasons McDonald’s has been so successful is that one can go into
any McDonald’s restaurant in the world and know the hamburger will
taste the same (that is the claim at least). Religions that are able w0
maintain such quality control, independent of local tastes (although
the architecture of a McDonald's is adapted to fit the culture) can spread
easily. Other religions are more like unique restaurants thar work only
in a particular culture because their essence is tied so righty to thar
culeure. Take away the culrurally determined essence, and the religion
wilts. Zoroastrianism in Persia (now Iran) and Shinto in Japan come to
mind as examples of this kind of religion. To complete the analogy, |
suppose we should recognize “family picnic” religions that are portable
but appeal only to cerrain groups of people who by choice remain

fairly separate from the mainstream culture. Judaism might be the
best example.

.
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Because of this interesting relationship berween culture and religion,

od the strong implications it has for understanding the history of a
?airh or cradition, the student of religion must be adepr at reading a
culture religiously: That is, a student must learn to gather the information
nccessary to see whar individual, corporarte, and secondary
manifestations of religion there are in a :::ulrura] serting. How do the
. dividual residents of this area express their religious feelings in personal
piety and everyday lives? What kinds of institutions—churches,
MosSquEs, remples, councils, and “parachurch,” “paramosque,”
wraratemple,” and “paracouncil” organizations—have grown up in this
culture? In what ways have the religious impulses of the people of this
area secondarily influenced the political, economie, and culrural
seructures of this sociery? And vice versa?

Only by learning abourt the individual, insartional, and secondary
influences of a religion in an area can the religion scholar begin ro gera
sense of how the “theory” or “ideal” of a religion works its way out in
the practice of the people and the structure of a sociery. Understanding
religion in its human cultural context is seen more and more by scholars
to be an indispensable clement to understanding the keys to why some
religions have survived and prospered and others have died.

To give you an idea of how this gathering of information on religion
and culture works, let’s do a study of a small town in Wisconsin. Mercer
(pop. 1725) is located in northern Wisconsin and is in many ways a
resort town oriented toward fishing in the spring and summer, hunting
in the fall, and snowmobiling and cross-country skiing in the winter. I
chose it as an example for three reasons:

1. It is small, and thus an idea of its religious structure can be
communicated in the brief span of a chaprer.

2. 1 had access to it in the summers when | was doing much of the
writing on this book.

3. Many readers of this book will be able to identify with some
aspects of the study easily because the rown is so typically
American midwestem in many of its features. Thus our profile
will be very Christian and very American. Bur that should not
lead you to think that the same kind of study could not be done
anywhere in the world, after carefully substituting different
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names for the categories of research areas and carefully ad
research techniques where the culture demands ic.

Individual Manifestations

Justing

Before [ begin my observations of Mercer, however, one further noge
on what we are doing. As was discussed in the last chaprer, to discover
what people do religiously, you must ask them or watch them. A religion
scholar must know how to do both. People often will tell you one thing
and do another—sometimes intentionally, sometimes without knowing
it. Many times it is difficult for people to put into words whar they do
religiously. Therefore, watching them is necessary in order to fully
describe their personal spiritual life.

This obscrvation can be done at any of several different levels.
Anthropologists of religion often live for years at a time with the people
they are studying, observing them practice their religions in both formal
and informal settings and recording these observartions until they have
enough darta o form general conclusions about overall patterns and the
meanings of what they see people doing. On a shorter-term basis in
Mercer, a religious scholar might observe people at worship and in small-
group Bible studies in homes or might see what happens at a church
softball game (although the latter will probably give a prety low view
of religion).

Warching what people do can be correlared with whar they say about
their faith. Listening to what people have to say can be done through surveys,
if information from large numbers of people is desired, or through interviews,
if 2 narrower, more in-depth understanding is the goal.

Don't overlook surveys that may have already been done of people
in your study communiry. Sometimes churches will do surveys designed
to find out what local people need and want in the way of church service.
Often those surveys contain information abourt personal religious habits

that can be useful. Of course, one must be careful to note the survey
technique used—sample selection, question phrasing and sequence,
method of approach—so that the information can be as bias-free as
possible. Sometimes the area chamber of commerce or political governing
board may have done surveys that can be used. At the very least, such
surveys can help give direction to areas of inquiry. .

From that information you can then design your own survey, homing
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research techniques where the culture demands ir.

Individual Manifestations

Before | begin my observartions of Mercer, however, one further note
on what we are doing. As was discussed in the last chaprer, to discover
what people do religiously, you must ask them or w:_l_l:r_h them. A religion
scholar must know how to do both. People often will tell you one thing
and do another—sometimes intentionally, sometimes withour knuwing
it. Many times it is difficult for people to put into words whar they do
religiously. Therefore, watching them is necessary in order 1o fully
describe their personal spiritual life.

This observation can be done at any of several different levels.
Anthropologists of religion often live for years at a time with the people
they are studying, observing them practice their religions in both formal
and informal settings and recording these observations until they have
enough dara to form general conclusions abour overal] patterns and the
meanings of what they see people doing. On a shorter-term basis in
Mercer, a religious scholar might observe people at wo rship and in small-
group Bible srudies in homes or might see whar happens at a church
softball game (although the laccer will probably ¢
of religion).

Warching whart people do can be correlated with whar they say about
their faith. Listening to whar people have to say can be done through surveys,
if information from large numbers of people is desired, or through interviews,
if a narrower, more in-depth understanding is the goal.

Don't overlook surveys that may have already been done of people
in your study community. Sometimes churches will do surveys designed
to find out what local people need and want in the way of church service,
Often those surveys contain information abour personal religious habirs
that can be useful. Of course, one must be careful to note the survey
technique used—sample selection, question phrasing and sequence,
method of approach—so that the information can be as bias-free as
possible. Sometimes the area chamber of com merce or political governing
board may have done surveys thar can be used. At the very least, such
surveys can help give direction to areas of inquiry.

From that information you can then design your own survey, homing
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names for the categories of research areas and carefully adjy sting
research techniques where the culture demands ir.

Individual Manifestations

Before | begin my observartions of Mercer, however, one further nots
on what we are doing. As was discussed in the last chaprer, to discover
whar people do religiously, you must ask themn or watch them. A religion
scholar must know how to do both. People often will tell you one thing
and do another—somerimes intentionally, sometimes without knowing
it. Many times it is difficult for people to put into words what they do
religiously. Therefore, warching them is necessary in order 1o fully
describe their personal spiritual life.

This observation can be done at any of several different levels,
Anthropologists of religion often live for years at a time with the people
they are studying, observing them practice their religions in both formal
and informal settings and recording these observations until they have
enough data to form general conclusions about overall pacterns and the
meanings of what they see people doing. On a shorter-term basis in
Mercer, a religious scholar might observe people at worship and in small-
group Bible studies in homes or might see whart happens at a church
softball game (although the latter will probably give a pretry low view
of religion).

Watching what people do can be correlated with what they say about
their faith. Listening to what people have to say can be done through surveys,
if informadion from large numbers of people is desired, or through interviews,
if 2 narrower, more in-depth understanding is the goal.

Don't overlook surveys that may have already been done of people
in your study community. Sometimes churches will do surveys designed
to find out what local people need and want in the way of church service.
Often those surveys conrain information about personal religious habits
that can be useful. Of course, one must be careful to note the survey
technique used—sample selection, question phrasing and sequence,
method of approach—so that the information can be as bias-free as
possible. Sometimes the area chamber of commerce or political governing
board may have done surveys that can be used. At the very least, such
surveys can help give direction to areas of inquiry.

From thar information you can then design your own survey, homing
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Before | begin my observations of Mercer, however, one further noge
on what we are doing. As was discussed in the last chapter, to discover
what people do religiously, you must ask them or watch them. A religion
scholar must know how to do both. People often will tell you one thing
and do another—sometimes intentionally, sometimes wicthour knowing
it, Many times it is difficult for people to put into words whar they do
religiously. Therefore, watching them is necessary in order 1o Fully
describe their personal spiritual life.

This observation can be done at any of several different levels.
Anthropologists of religion often live for years ar a time with the people
they are studying, observing them practice their religions in both formal
and informal sertings and recording these observations until they have
enough data to form general conclusions about overall patterns and the
meanings of what they see people doing. On a shorter-rerm basis in
Mercer, a religious scholar mighr observe people at worship and in small-
group Bible studies in homes or might see what happens ar a church
softball game (although the larter will probably give a precry low view
of religion).

Watching what people do can be correlated with whar they say abour
their faith. Listening to what people have to say can be done through surveys,
ifinformartion from large numbers of people is desired, or through interviews,
if a narrower, more in-depth understanding is the goal.

Dont overlook surveys that may have already been done of people
in your study community. Somerimes churches will do surveys designed
to find out what local people need and want in the way of church service.
Ofren those surveys contain informarion about personal religious habits
that can be useful. Of course, one must be careful to note the survey
technique used—sample selection, question phrasing and sequence,
method of approach—so thar the information can be as bias-frec as
possible. Sometimes the area chamber of commerce or political governing
board may have done surveys that can be used. At the very least, such
surveys can help give direction to areas of inquiry.

From that information you can then design your own survey, homing
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Individual Manifestations

Before 1 begin my observations of Mercer, however, one further noge
on whar we are doing. As was discussed in the last chapter, to de.
what people do religiously, you must ask them or watch them. A religion
scholar must know how to do both. People often will tell you one thin
and do another—sometimes intentionally, sometimes without llu'ﬂt'."u".rirlE
it. Many times it is difficult for people to put into words whar they do
religiously. Therefore, watching them is necessary in order 1o fully
describe their personal spiritual life.

This observation can be done at any of several different levels.
Anthropologists of religion often live for years at a time with the people
they are studying, observing them practice their religions in both formal
and informal sertings and recording these observations unril they have
enough dara to form general conclusions about overall parterns and the
meanings of what they see people doing. On a shorter-term basis in
Mercer, a religious scholar might observe people at worship and in small-
group Bible studies in homes or might see whar happens ar a church
softball game (although the larter will probably give a pretry low view
of religion).

Warching whar people do can be correlated with whart they say abour
their faith. Listening to what people have to say can be done through surveys,
if informadion from large numbers of people is desired, or through interviews,
if a narrower, more in-depth understanding is the goal.

Don't overlook surveys that may have already been done of people
in your study community. Sometimes churches will do surveys designed
to find out what local people need and want in the way of church service.
Often those surveys contain information about personal religious habits
that can be useful. Of course, one must be careful to note the survey
technique used—sample selection, question phrasing and sequence,
method of approach—so thar the information can be as bias-free as
possible. Somerimes the area chamber of commerce or polirical governing
board may have done surveys that can be used. At the very least, such
surveys can help give direction to areas of inquiry.

From that information you can then design your own survey, homing

.
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o more specific questions of your research interest. Such a survey
« done by phone (if most homes have phones) or door-to-door, if
wed. Check at city hall for regulations on door-to-door
) have the budger for it, such surveys can also be done by
. City hall might know what mailing lists are available. Perhaps you
might also solicit volunteers through the local newspaper or bulletin board.

cion being asked in our sample study is, What are

The general ques 2 ;
the people of Mercer like spiritually? What is che spiritual profile of the

pical resident of Mercer?

Yy Surveys. bﬂth :xiSfi.ﬂg ones and those }"ﬂu m'E.I'I{ dﬂl.gn }Inufsdﬂ
can give broad-based answers to our question. But more specific
information may need to come through personal interviews, where you

begin with a general set of questions but have the liberty to pursue in

more detail the answers you get.
Don't overlook what you might learn from informal conversartions.

Begin a diary system in which you can record incidents and insights
ned from everyday contacts with people in restaurants, stores, and
on the strect. Sometimes clues to religious behavior can come from the

most uncxpccrcd conversations, and you must be alert to saving such

screndipitous informarion.

Institutional Manifestations

Churches, temples, synagogues, and mosques are the obvious
. crirutional manifestations of religions in any locale. In 1991 and 1992
Mercer had five churches from the following denominations: Wisconsin
Evangelical Lutheran, Evangelical Lutheran Church of America, United
Methodist, Church of the Nazarene, and Roman Catholic. Generally,
attending services of all religious institutions in the study community is
extremely helpful to a scholar. After atrended the five Mercer churches,
1 jorted down the following informal notes. They will give you an idea
of the kinds of things one might look for. Identifying themes from these
first-time visits might guide subsequent visits and conversations with
pastors and lay leaders.

Zion Evangelical Lutheran (Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran). Small
church packed full (60 people); good mix of ages; pastor middle-
aged, active-looking; reminded of Lutheran practice of much of

=
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ific questions of your research interest. Such a survey
hone (if most homes have phones) or door-to-door, if
Check art city hall for regulations on door-te-door

qvassing: If you have che budget for it, such surveys can also be done by
cﬂﬂﬂ City hall might know what mailing lists are available. Perhaps you
migl'.lt also solicit volunteers through the local newspaper or bulletin board.
m he gen eral question being asked in our sample study is, What are
the people of Mercer like spiritually? What is the spiritual profile of the
rypical resident of Mercer?

Surveys, both existing ones and those you might design yourself,
can give broad-based answers to our question. Bur more specific
information may need to come ti'fmugh personal interviews, where you
begin with 2 general set of questions but have the liberty to pursue in

more derail the answers you get.
Don’t overlook what you might learn from informal conversations.

Begin a diary system in which you can rec:?rd incidents and insights
ggjned from everyday contacts with people in restaurants, stores, and
on the street. Sometimes clues to religious behavior can come from the
most uncxpected conversations, and you must be alert to saving such

serendipitous information.

[nstitutional Manifestations

Churches, temples, synagogues, and mosques are the obvious
institutional manifestacions of religions in any locale. In 1991 and 1992
Mercer had five churches from the following denominarions: Wisconsin
Evangelical Lutheran, Evangelical Lutheran Church of America, Unired
Methodist, Church of the Nazarene, and Roman Catholic. Generally,
actending services of all religious institutions in the study community is
extremely helpful to a scholar. After | arrended the five Mercer churches,
I jorted down the following informal notes. They will give you an idea
of the kinds of things one might look for. Identifying themes from these
first-time visits might guide subsequent visits and conversations with

pastors and lay leaders.

Zion Evangelical Lurheran (\Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran). Small
church packed full (60 people); good mix of ages; pastor middle-
aged, active-looking; reminded of Lutheran practice of much of
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back to people, facing altar; pastor preaches
Eﬂﬁmn:sr grﬂﬂ.f eyc contact; content
d: no one greets me after service.

the licurgy done with
with full, rich voice, good

conservative, Scripture-base

lical Lutheran Church of America). Large

church, sanctuary wide and tall with open-beamed ceiling; pastor
large man; 150 seats occupied by 62 people; sermon on e
compassion of Jesus and what it means for us; several people greee
me after service; church has a Saturday evening (5:30) service,
probably catering to sports-minded locals and rourists alike.

Faith Lutheran (Evange

r. Largely older people, abour 60 attending
300; request for help with annual turkey
dinner; low-key service; woman pastor, middle-aged; strong
children’s sermon, good prayers; pastor inspires confidence with
no-nonsense approach to liturgy and sermon; not greeted after

service.

Mercer United Methodis

in sanctuary that seats

First Church of the Nazarene. Sallman’s head of Christ behind
pulpit; announcement of week-long revival services; 25 people,
room for 130; young couples wich young children; dominating
organ music; pastor earnest, sermon on the need to live saindy
lives, prayer produces saints; side issue of men being priests of

their homes (obviously aimed at young families).

St. Jsaac Jogues Roman Catholic. Two hundred peo ple all ages; sense
of excitement; as people enter most genuflect; older priesr, careful
measured phrases, clear, simple homily; offering taken on baskets
on long sticks; young people assist with service and are active in

liturgy. No one greets me afterward.

Follow-up discussions with the pastors are a must. Pastors and key
lay leaders probably think as much as anyone about the spiritual make-
up of a communiry and will have invaluable insights for you.

Attendance at more than one church service is necessary. | attended
the Methodist church’s turkey supper and rummage sale. Faith Lucheran
Church had an early morning worship service by the lake. The Nazarene
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the liturgy done with back to people, facing altar; pastor Preaches
with full, rich voice, good gestures, great eye contact; content
conservative, Scripture-based: no one greets me after service.

Faith Lutheran (Evangelical Lutheran Church of America), Large
church, sanctuary wide and tall with open-beamed ceiling; pastor
large man; 150 seats occupied by 62 people; sermon on the
cumi;:assi-:}n of Jesus and whart it means for us; several people greer
me after service; church has a Saturday evening (5:30) service,
probably catering to sports-minded locals and rourists alike,

Mercer United Methodist. Largely older people, abour 60 attending
in sancruary thar seats 300; request for help with annual turkey
dinner; low-key service; woman pastor, middle-aged; strong
children’s sermon, good prayers; pastor inspires confidence with

no-nonsense approach to liturgy and sermon; nor greeted after
service.

First Church of the Nazarene. Sallman’s head of Christ behind
pulpit; announcement of week-long revival services; 25 people,
room for 130; young couples with young children; dominating
organ music; pastor earnest, sermon on the need to live saintly
lives, prayer produces saints; side issue of men being priests of
their homes (obviously aimed at young families).

St. Laac Jogues Roman Catholic. Two hundred people all ages; sense
of excitement; as people enter most genuflect; older priest, careful
measured phrases, clear, simple homily; offering taken on baskerts

on long sticks; young people assist with service and are active in
licurgy. No one greets me afrerward.

Follow-up discussions with the pastors are a must. Pastors and key
lay leaders probably think as much as anyone about the spiritual make-

up of a communiry and will have invaluable insights for you.
Arttendance at more than one church service is necessary. | artended

the Methodist church’s turkey supper and ru mmage sale. Faith Lutheran

Church had an early morning worship service by the lake. The Nazarene
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church had a week of revival services that were extremely revealing,

Some statistical comparisons also give clues to how the churches
relate to the rest of the communiry. [ often like to observe what I call
the church/bar ratio in an area. (Mercer’s is 5/6.) The easiest way to get
chis in a larger communicy is through a simple count in the yellow
pages of “Churches” and ‘TB_ars." B}r the way, you also ger a feel for the
denominational (and religious) diversity of a community through
checking the yellow pages. Let your fingers do the walking.

In addition, on your church visits you might determine the sears-
3vailab]:fscat5*fillcd ratio (Mercer’s is roughly 43 percent) and the
Sunday morning people-in-church/people-at-home ratio (Mercer's is
roughly 16 percent). None of these is definitive of a communiry’s
spirituality, of course, but taken rogether with all the other information
you collect, they can be very interesting.

Parachurch institutions need exploring also. Food pantries, hospital
charities, resale shops, prison ministries, and a whole host of other
organizations often grow up from church bases, sometimes maintaining
chose ties, sometimes becoming independent nonprofit entities.

But perhaps as important and interesting as anything in a culture
are the interactions berween different religions. In some culcures this
means contact berween major world religions like Hinduism, Buddhism,
and Islam. Although this kind of interaction has been foreign to largely
Christian America in the past, it is becoming inereasingly common
here also, particularly in the larger cities where immigrant populations
have brought their cultures and religions with them.®

Such was not the case in small-town, midwestem Mercer. Burt
there was interaction of another kind. To describe that interaction,
I must introduce another division of religions, a threefold division
between indigenous, world, and modern religions.” Indigenous
religions are the religions of the tribes and nations that occupied
most lands before the rime of modern nationalism. They emphasize
the actions of the gods as they relate to the tribe, here and now,
regarding prosperity and health. Narive American and African
Tradirional r:[iginns are [wo gnﬂd cxamplti of Suhgtuups of
indigenous religions. World religions are those religions, most of which
arose in the fifth century B.C.E., that emphasize the individual's standing
before gods (or the transcendent) who promise a becter time and place
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to come in the future. Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Islam, and
Christianity are the five largest world religions. Modern religions
are those religions that arose in response to the upheaval, both
intellecrual and social, of modern times (usually seen as the period
from the eighteenth-century European Enlightenment to the
present). Bahai, Theosophy, Christian Science, and New Age religious
movements in the United States are examples of modern religions,

Usually, when world religions clash with indigenous religions, the
world religions supplant the indigenous. But the indigenous religions
are never entirely removed. They influence the world religions, sometimes
in unexpected ways. In our own culeure today we see a revival of interest
in Narive American religions, and a few of cheir practices are being used
in some Christian settings.”

Modern religions are attempts to fill lacunae left by world religions
that have not adapted themselves to modern times. New Age, for
example, is an interesting combination of Eastern religious metaphysics
and Western individualism. Some modem religions last for a very short
time; others become part of the ongoing culture.”

Whenever analyzing a culture, look for all three types of religions.
In Mercer, 1 found Narive American influences; tribes in the area were
having an impact on the culture in a number of ways: They fished in
the lakes using nets in the off-season, which significantly reduced the
fish population for sport fishermen. They opened gambling casinos.
They became the subject of church meetings about prometing murual
understanding and evangelism. Local art in tourist shops reflected Native
American themes. In all these ways and more, Native American religion
lived on as both an overt and a behind-the-scenes, unconscious influence.

1 also found evidences of modern religion in the Mercer area. The nearby
Munedowk Light Center provided guided retrears dealing with subjects
like “Healing Your Inner Child,” “A Course in Miracles,” “T ai-Chi,”
“Vegerarian Cooking,” and “Asrrology.” This kind of edectic collection is
rypical of whart has come to be called New Age and is a Western attempt to
incorporare Eastern religious teachings in a gnostic package. This influence
on American religious culture is more pronounced than many think. In
1990 more than ten million Americans bought New Age products, such as
rocks, crystals, pyramids, and charms. That doesn't mean that ten million
Americans are New Agers, but the influence is pervasive.
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In addition, there was a meditation center in [ronwood, a short
drive from Mercer. Many Hindu-derived meditative practices have
ot et ngular with stressed-out American consumers.

For the religious studies student the point is this: in analyzing a
'n culture, you are likely to find at least some signs of indigenous,
and modern religions. Your job is to assess the areas of and extent
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of influence that each one has.
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Secondary Manifestations ,_.

Even the public, nonchurch sectors of a community can tell you a
great deal Elbﬂl:lt its .spirin{al make-up. Three elements are often
lentified: political, economic, and culrural.

Political. Governments have owo responsibiliries: keeping order and
F.mrnnting the commen good. How a particular government carries
out those two tasks, and who ir gets ro do them, can give clues to the
5Pi]’itual nature of a communiry.

Mercer has one of the finest fire departments anywhere, with modern
crucks and equipment. With 1725 people, however, it considers having
its own police protection too costly and relies on county protection.
Finding out the process of how that decision was made by the city
board might give clues to priorities, which in turn might give clues ro
recognizing the values most treasured by the people.

Other political questions might include: Is crime low and incidence
of fire high? Whar is the nature of the crime that does occur? What
benefits do citizens get from the city government? Are there city raxes?
Are there any recent or ongoing scandals or frauds? |
, Economic. Mercer's economy is built on the tourist trade. This means ;
! thar aceractive local businesses that cater ro the tourists are a must. Bars "
5_ and supper clubs are common. Hardware stores, fishing tackle and bait
! shops, and sporting goods stores line the two main streets.

The local chamber of commerce, like most such organizations, meets
to figure out ways ro promote business. Like most small rowns today,

Mercer is in constant need of money, and so the chamber and the town
board must consider all revenue-generating resources. That means thar
raffles and gambling, as allowed by Wisconsin state law, are considered.
Some of these things can create moral dilemmas. Whar role do local
religions play in helping resolve the moral elements of these issues? Are
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any of the pastors in town, for example, on the chamber of commerece
or the city board?
Banks are often the financial backbone of a community. They provide
a way for people to pool their money to be used for loans for communiry
projects, small businesses, and personal development such as home
ownership. The amount of money loaned and to whom is often a key to
| spiritual values. )
| Workforce statistics can also be telling. What is che unemployment
rate? Who is unemployed? Is the unemployment rate higher for one
particular ethnic group than for others? How about the unemployment
rate for the young? The old? ™

A Town Meeting''

1 atrended a town meeting to get a feel for how public business is
done in Mercer. Sixty people crammed the small meeting hall. Ar the
front sat eight commissioners — five men, three women. | later learned
there was an unusually large turnour thar day because a controversial
discussion was to take place regarding all-terrain vehicles. Thar discussion
led the agenda. The argument boiled down to danger versus money.
“We don’t want ‘em,” said one man. “1 know the resort owners make
money with the woods trails and all, buc is it worth a couple of kids
getting killed?” A commirttee was formed to discuss the issue further.

Several zoning variances were discussed. Most were to allow for exceptions
to the rules governing the placement of wells and sepric systems. All were
granted: “They got to have water,” was the typical radonale. The town
chairman who ran the meeting, John Raabey, often encouraged inpuc by
saying something like, “This is your town, your meeting. Whar do you
chink?” The town has a small library, and the librarian asked for permission
to use the rown hall for children's storytelling hour Saturday mornings.
Permission granted. Other issues discussed were waste disposal, a proposal
to regrade a road on the edge of town, the change of a name of a road, and
the ongoing need for a holding tank for water. After one and a half hours of
discussion, the meeting adjourned.

Several of the issues raised had direct moral implications. The
religious studies scholar could profitably follow up on several, noting
how they were eventually resolved and wherther discernible religious
values had any role to play in the decision.
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erall goal of this sort of analysis is to paint a picture of the
lays in the lives of individuals and groups in any culrural

d picture requires hard work, creativity, and time. Bur it

mely interesting exercise. ;

The oV
role religion P
s,ct[iﬂg- A gﬂﬂ
can be an exore

EXERCISE

.—.—-_-_-_-_-_ : : -
Train yourself to read the newspaper with an eye for religion. There is

much to be learned about world affairs and the effects religion has on |

those affairs. , . :
For one seven-day period, read a major newspaper (the New York Times,

+he Washington Post, the Wall Street Journal, the Christian Science

Monitor) and your local paper; looking for the influence of religion on the

news. ldentify stories with religious content, and then answer these questions: ]

1. Whart role do religious ideas play in this story?

2. How does religion influence the world view of the people,
organizations, or governments involved?

3. How is religion being used by politicians, leaders, and other

individuals?

How is religion acting in a polirical capacity?

How is religion carrying out its religious mandates?

gy kst
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§C0mpmu and Contrasting
Religious Traditions

skill #7: Compare and contrast features of the religiously known with
the religiously unknown.

religious tradition played out to its logical extension in another

cradition. But when we consider Jainism' with its apparent
“salvation by good works” theme, that is what Christians see happening,.
Or is it?

When we read abour how Mahavira, the founder of Jainism,
developed his egalitarian reaction to the Brahmanic sacrificial system, a
reaction that insisted that liberation came not from appropriate sacrifices
but from an extremely rigorous practice of ahimsa"or nonviolence to
any living creatures, we suddenly see a path ro “salvation” thar relies
totally on individual effort.”Mahavira taught that each person has a
soul that bad karma sticks to like glass windows become dirty. Souls
could be cleansed only through eliminating life-denying actions. The
more rigorous the practice of ahimsa, the cleaner the soul."No god helps
with this cleansing process. It is totally up to the individual.

TI:IE“ is an almost irresistible tempration for someone who knows
L hf"“'-"" of Christian thought on this subject and then reads about
the Jain teaching to compare the two. The student of religion is constandy

ced with the possibility of such comparisons on a plethora of subjects.

I ¢ isn't often we get to sece an idea that was rejecred by one

83
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The world religions cover similar topics and often advocate similar
answers to life’s problems. Does that mean all religions are the same, ar
least on those points where they seem similar? Does that mean thar
some religions have better answers than others on these questions? What
role should comparison have in our study of religion?

Compare and Contrast

At its most basic level, comparison is an unavoidable part of our
thinking process. We define things we see and read abour based on
comparison. We know a horse and a cow are both the same and different
because we compare them. They are similar in many ways: both are
warm-blooded, four-footed, and hairy. Because of these and other
significant similarities, we call them both mammals. They are also
different in many obvious ways.

In religious studies, comparison can be used to similar advantage.
In fact, early in the history of the study of religion, the discipline itself
was called comparative religion.? At first, comparison was done mainly
berween the major religions themselves, In the lare nineteenth century
scholars were looking particularly hard ar the so-called beginnings of
all religions, and it was quite common for the search to involve a close
look at how religions had evolved over their history to try to trace them
back to a common root. This search eventually was abandoned when
research showed that there was no common, universal roor; the religions
all had their own historical and mythological beginnings, similar in
some ways, but quite unique in others.?

Although the search for common beginnings was abandoned, the
use of comparison was not. It was soon applied nor just to comparison
berween religions, bur to the study of religion, that is, the common
experience of human beings in their attemprts to relate to the divine.
Led by grear scholars such as Gerardus van der Leeuw and Mircea Eliade,
the phenomena of religion, the pracrices, rituals, and beliefs, became
objects of study in their own right.* For example, the religious practice
of prayer was studied in each of the major religious traditions.
Researchers discovered that prayer is a feature common to almost all
religions, burt thart its goals, forms, and funcrions might vary widely from
religion to religion.* Almost all people pray (89 percent in the Unired States,
the polls tell us) but there are many different ways to do it.

L.
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Comparison has a long and fruitful history in the study of religion,
Unfmtuna:ely, it has almosrt as ln“g.' a f:cnrd of abuse. As a research
method, it has been strctc'hcd to justify several serious errors that
have chreatened the integrity of both the theological and academic

srudy of religion.

— e e
———

The Dangers of Comparison

We have already seen one of the tempting misuses of comparison in
the attempts of E. B. Tylor an_d R. R. Marertt, both anthropologists, to 1
p solate a common root to all religions. The mistake many of these scholars (!
made was the error of extrapolation. The student of religion discovers
.mazing similarities between historically unrelated religions. Some of
these commonalities can be traced to human nature—all human beings
chroughout history have been religious to some degree. Because we are
made the same way (we are home sapiens) our individual searches are
likely ro turn up similar answers to the ultimate questions thar religion
addresses: Who am [? What am | doing here? Where am 1 going? But
for reasons we shall see shortly, it is a mistake to push roo quickly to che
conclusion that these similarities mean all religions are the same, or
even that they came from the same philosophical, psychological, or
sociological root. Careful rescarch shows over and over again thar the
search for one world religion based on the common human thirst for
the spiritual is sure to stumble over cultural, ethnic, and linguistic
differences. The search also treats too cavalierly the deeply held belief
of most religious people that their own religion is uniquely true.

To guard against the error of extrapolation, scholars doing
comparative work always insist on using the phrase compare and
contrast—rthart is, in every similaricy icis lik 1 1 .
To use our earlier example, all people pray, but all do it differentdy from
one another. A careful comparison lists both the similarities in prayer
postures, content, and goals and the differences in prayer postures,
content, and goals, and draws conclusions from both lists.

A second error is the error of abistoricism. Religions change. Every
tradition has a history, and thar history often shows radical adjustments
in many phases of its practice, sometimes even in its beliefs. A valid
comparison must take into account the period of history the comparisons

are drawn from. Am 1 studying something carly in the religion’s history?
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Late? Whart issues was the religious communirty struggling with ar
this time?

Although we must avoid the error of evolutionary thinking discussed
previously, there is good evidence thar religions do go through some
common phases as they grow older. Sociologist Robert Bellah has
described five stages thar religions go through (primitive, archaic, historic,
pre-modern, and modern).® Bellah rakes great pains to point out that
he is not saying that this increasing complexity in structure and form
represents progress or improvement. He simply asserts that dime produces
increasingly complex societies and institutions that usually give greater
freedom and choice to individuals, and that religions change in response
to that.

A third error is the error of identificarion. When the student of rel igion
finds a phenomenon in two different religions, the tempration is to too
quickly identify the rwo as the same. Often the culprit here is translation
of terms from one language to another. Early translations of Hindu
texts into English used the Christian term salvation as the equivalent of
the Hindu concept of moksha. There is some funcrional equivalence
berween the two: both describe the goal of achievement after the process
of compliance with the divine nature and/or mandates. But because the
phenomena themselves have important differences, it is misleading to
translate moksha by the term salvation. “Release™ or “liberation” is a
better choice (although now liberarion is taking on a rechnical meaning
within Christian theology that is making it, too, an inappropriate
translation).

Itis berter to think of similar concepts in differenc religions in terms
of analogies rather than identification. Saying one concept is analogous
to another signals the kind of tentative compare-and-contrast relatio nship
we are looking for.

A fourth error, the error of triumphalism, characterized much of the
carly Christian writing about other religions. Unfortunately, it is not
altogether gone from the writings of modern religionists. Comparisons
can be used o put down other religions as inadequate; comparisons can
also be used to idealize other religions and put one’s own down. Both
are inappropriate uses of the technique.

Sometimes the abuse is flagrant and gross. Descriptions of the
shortcomings of Muhammad, the founder of Islam, are a case in point.
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. often p:::-inrcd out that Muhammad was illiterate, had numerous
Ic is doees Fﬂnti-.-.ali:-.r clever. These statements may all be true, but
n uses this information can be devastating, as this quotation
from Alexander Ross in 1696 illustrates: “Christianicy exceeds
I:{Zhﬂmﬂﬂﬂism as Jesus exceeds Mahomet. The one teaching love, peace
and patience: the other hatred, war and revenge; the one curbing men'’s
lust by mONOgamy; the other !cm‘ng loose the reins to u:‘u:lcan]i;n:sﬁ by
Polygamy; the one working by miracles, Jthf.' other by cheating tricks.™

‘Sometimes a value-laden comparison is a bit more refined.
James Freeman Clarke wrote a widely used textbook in the ninereenth
century called Ten Great Religions, in which he took the position that
Christianity was berter than all the rest of the world’s religions, but only

how on¢ the

by g:]a::g;n'.‘vr:.!.,s ;
A more common form of the error of triumphalism in recent years

.« for Western authors to put down their own religious tradition in
favor of Eastern ones. The infamous Inquisition, for example, is often
used as an example that typifies Christianity, inscead of being described
.5 an aberration of it. Laurette Sejourne corrects a similar misconception
of Toltec/Aztec religion as an inhuman religion of human sacrifice,
instead of describing it as a series of disastrous polirical and economic
decisions that distorted the true religion of Querzalcoarl.”

All such self-serving justifications and distortions are inappropriarte
uses of comparative technique. There is a place for evaluarting religions
on any one of several different scales. But evaluarion must always be
done fairly, long after the collective work of comparison and description
is completed. In the next chaprer we will look at how some of that work
| s done. For now, however, it is appropriate to look at some of the more
| immediate benefits of comparing and contrasting.

The Benefits of Comparison

It may appear that we are dealing here with a highly explosive
technique, one we might be berter off doing without. But that would
be a mistake. Many positive things happen when one compares and
contrasts in proper balance and with clearly stated objectives.

One benefit is that comparison sharpens understandings. “Iron
sharpens iron” the Bible says. As demonstrated by the seven steps
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suggested in the next section, comparison does not allow for any slippage
in understanding either of the two sides being compared. If chere is
fuzziness, it will become quickly evident.

A second, related benefit is a deeper understanding of one’s own
religion as a whole. The father of modern religious studies, Max Miiller,
said that “he who knows one [religion] knows none.”" The interplay
berween elements of different religious craditions leads to deeper
undersrandings of whar is unique to the religion on which one is an
eXpert—or grew up in.

Finally,“the fuller and richer the picture one gets of traditions on
both sides of a comparison the more questions one is led to and the
more areas one finds thar need deeper exploration.' For instance, the
comparison berween Jainism and Christianicy with which we led off
this chapter can, in fact, be done profitably, as we shall soon see. The
project is full of dangers and pitfalls, but the rewards of the comparison
make it eminently worthwhile. Whar is needed is a road map ro follow,
a guide in how to make the comparison.

Follow These Seven Steps

State the comparison. Write down in simple language what it is you
want to do. "] want to compare the Sikh concepr of True Name with
the Christian concept of God.” Several features of these two conceprs
make this a promising comparison. Both gods have the same primitive
Semitic desert origin in the God of Abraham. Thus, the gods are not
original to either tradition. In addition, the basic nature of the God of
Abraham was accepted by Sikhism via Islam and was recognized by
Christians as the Father of Jesus Christ from Judaism.

Develap a hypothesis. As with all scientific work, it is easier to make a
detailed study if one formulates a hypothesis to prove or disprove about
the comparison. Great care must be taken to ensure thar the hypothesis
is not pejorative, thar is, thar it doesn’t cast the comparison into the
error of triumphalism. Parc of its purpose is to limir a project. For
example, a hypothesis regarding the Sikh/Christian comparison might
be: “Although a commeon origin and many similarities exist berween
the Sikh and Christian conceprtions of deity, the distincrive difference is
the rtrinitarian narture of the Christian God.”!?

Your hypothesis does not need to exhaust the issue; it does not even
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ing you feel you must prove true. Much can be learned

.« Bur it does provide an anchor from which

roving a .
and chis 1s a necessl

ligious and culrural phenomena.
re lgé‘fﬂﬁﬁ the content. Describe as clearly as possible the content of the

es of your comparison. For example, if we are comparing
d Christian views of deity, we need to state the Christian
dly and clearly, and then do the same with the
gikh concept of True Name. This step is more than a formal exercise®It
forces the smdendschalar to understand ::!cari}*--w:ll enough to write
Jown in accurate summary form—both sides of the comparisen.

Establish the context. Elements of any religion need ro be understood
in rcI:ltlﬂ-ﬂ to existing S.E?Eiﬂlﬂﬁi_“l- "‘ZE’MB political, and religious
conditions- Ask, for example, I.f: rl.u: ﬂ:lig:mus element being studied
developed in opposition 10 an existing social, economic, or theological
condition. The reachings of the Buddha arose, for example, in a

rricular area of India in the sixth century B.C.E. because whar the
Buddha was .dvocating (an egalirarian, individual-based path to
freedom) corresponded well to a widespread dissatisfaction with the
Hindu Brahmanical system that focused overmuch on expensive and
elicise ritual sacrifice."

Care must be raken that, in the process of looking for cultural,
puH:i-:*aL and economic factors in the rise of a religious teaching, one
not denigrate or forget the element of cruth in the teaching. What the
Buddha raught had value simply because in some way (to whartever
degree) it corresponded to the eruth. No combination of conrextual
factors may be allowed to obscure that relationship.™

» Analyze the function. Sometimes elements of one religious system,
when described linguistically, can seem very similar to elements in other
systems; similarities may or may not really exist depending upon the
roles the elements play in their respective religions. One example of
this, cited by philosopher Surjic Singh, is Rudolf Otto’s India’s Religion
of Grace and Christianiry.'> Otto argues that even though “salvation” is
'-h:: key and innermost phenomenon in both Christianity and Bhaku
Hinduism, it plays a different role in each religion.

The similarities are startling: both religions have 2 concept of a
personal God, both see humanity as separated from that God (albeit

ry when dealing with enormously broad

o elemen

che Gikh an

doctrin€ of God succine
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for different reasons), and both say adherents receive help from thae
God. But the differences are equally starding, especially the difference
berween the slow, gradual evolution of the Bhakd Hindu from “non-
being to being, from darkness to light, from death to superdeath,” and
the sudden demands (and freely given gift) of holiness in the Christian
tradition. When a careful look at the funcrion of salvation is taken, the
close identicy of this “salvation” in the rwo traditions becomes merely
an in[:rﬂﬂng m:][}mf on one level and a clear distinction on another.
Locate it within the total system. Not only must the elements of the
comparison be seen in light of the role they play in a religious system,
but they must be evaluated on the relative importance of each in their
respective systems. Both Mormons and Christians talk abour salvation
and mean much the same thing by it: the condition to which believers
have access because of Jesus Christ’s atoning death. Bur whereas for
Christians salvation is the sine qua non of the religious life, the most
important thing, for Mormons it is simply one step (which almost
everyone artains) roward achieving a much higher state called exalration, '
Misunderstandings can result if the doctrine’s relative importance in
the total religious system is not taken into account.
r Draw conclusions. The conclusion of your comparison should start
4with a clear statement of whether or not you have proved your
hypothesis. This, of course, should be followed by your reasons for
coming to that conclusion. As mentioned earlier, it is not crucial thar
you prove your hypothesis; whart is important, however, is that your
reasons for proof or disproof are clearly, logically srared and are backed
up by good scholarly analysis and documentation.

Almost always, a comparison leads to increased, deepened
understandings of the religious elements on both sides of the comparison.
Christians comparing their doctrine of God with the Sikh True Name
invariably find they discover a new facet to their own understanding of
God. Buddhists forced to study the roots of their own tradition as deeply
embedded in Hinduism see a new richness to their heritage. These deepened
insights need to be fully articulated in the conclusion of your study.

One final element should be added o your concluding comments:

iquestions chat have arisen that demand further study. In any comparison,
something is usually left unresolved. This should not be seen necessarily
as indicaring failure or incompleteness of the study, burt as an exciting

L g
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spur € further research or another comparison. The linkages are endless.

An Example

\We are NOW ready to consider the questions we would have to deal
ere we to carry out the comparison used to open this chaprer—
' chat of the Jain conception of “salvation by good works” and the largely
discarded Christian notion of “salvation by works.”

Our hypothesis might be the following: The Christian concern with
faith and good wo rks came at least in part from an effort to differentiate
- cself from Judaism, while the Jain teaching was an attempt to asserr its
independence from the Hindu Brahmanical sacrificial culr.

\We described the content of the Jain teaching earlier. The Christian
ceaching is usually rooted in the apostle Paul’s lerters, particularly Titus
3.5, 1 Timothy 1:15, and Romans 2:1-16. The letter of James (2:18)
must also be considered. Paul’s teaching was this: if a person lived a
perfect life, he or she could be saved by works. No one can, however, so
only by faith can we be saved, by accepting the freely given gift of
calvation God offers. God makes sinners righteous, and they thus do
works representative of their new status.

Two imporiant conrexts must be considered in order to understand
the Christian teaching. One is the biblical context. Some in the early
Christian church thought salvation could still come through following
the Jewish law, as enriched by Jesus’ teaching. Most of Paul’s teaching
on the martrer must be understood within this framework. The second
is the historical context of the Protestant Reformation and the Roman
Catholic Council of Trent. In general, the Roman Catholic Church
allowed more of a place in the salvation process for good works than
the newly established Protestant churches did. Both, however, raught
that human beings must somehow be empowered by faith to be saved.

The appropriate Jain context would be Mahavira’s reaction against
the sacrificial system of the Hindus that made Enlightenment something
much casier for the rich and privileged to obtain than for the poor.
Mahavira rejected the expensive sacrifices thar had to be made as
unnecessary and ostentatious. He put the Path on a level that anyone
could grasp; the only requirement was a will to live the life of toral
nonviolence, thereby eradicaring the polluting effects of desire and the
inpurt of the senses.

with w
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Good works fincrion in Christianity simply as signs that God has
done the work of justification in one's life. “By their fruits you will
know them,” is the biblical Christian phrase. For the Jains, however,
works and deeds are the sole factor in determining a person’s religious
starus. “Good deeds” cleanse the soul. Without them, there is no hope.

Therefore, in the total system, works play a more important part in
Jainism than in Christianicy.

| In conclusion, we could probably come close to proving our thesis.
| An interesting extension of the study would be to compare the Jain
doctrine with the role of works in Judaism. One might be curious abour
how close the Jewish view of the importance of doing God’s will as
expressed in Torah is to the Jain view of soul purgation.

Each of the steps of this comparison needs to be expanded in grear
detail, of course. But this would be the outline one would follow. As
you can see, the areas of religion in which this kind of work can be done
are endless. And great profit is the result.

EXERCISE

If you are a Christian church member, compare the way your church
baptizes believers with the way either the Baptist or the Presbyterian or
another church down the streer does it,

Compare the Christian notion of repaying evil with good with the
Confucian notion of repaying evil with justice.







3
~ The Questions of Truth, Value,
and Effectiveness

e —
e —

Skill #8: Analyze the coherence of religious beliefs, particularly the

relationship berween belief and practice in a discrete culture,

¢ were studying Jainism, the Indian religion of good

K k / works mentioned in the last chapter, when one of my
students raised her hand. “I think Jains are inconsistent,”

she offered. “They teach that those beings with more physical senses
(such as taste, seeing, and so forth) are berrer off in life, yet they teach
that the goal of religious life is to reduce the negative accumulations of
sense impressions. [ would think thar according to such thinking, one-
sense amoebas would be bertter off than you and I with our six senses.”
Good comment. Belinda was really thinking and was processing the
material. Whether or not she was correctly interpreting Jainism (or my
explanation of it!) is a question I would like ro rackle another day. Whart
I would like to tackle in this chaprer, however, is the narure of Belinda’s
comment: It was an evaluation. She was nort asking for more primary
information, unless thar was needed to correct any misunderstanding

her comment reflected of the basic teachings of Jainism. She was asking
for and making a judgment. She was critically analzing the religion.
hat four million people in India hold to e the wruth.

_J”_"Ié religious studies scholars allowed to make judgments about the
religious craditions they study? This question gets us into the complicated

95
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area of religious truth and va!uc:]r sometimes appears that in 5y, attem
to be fair, impartial, and objective, scholars studiously avgig ':f'-lr:sﬂnp[
of valuation in religious studies. In one sense that is trye, R:Iigig"n-s
such an important part of people’s lives thar scholars want o amj:
either needlessly offending the people they are studyi ng or biasing their
study by their own strong Fttli.ngf. Thcsc dangers scem more acure jp,
religious studies than in other disciplines. For some reason, Philﬂsnphﬂs
can study idealism, monism, realism, and naturalism and have far o,
chance of offending idealists, monists, realists, and Naturalists gy,
religious studies scholars who study B':l ddhism, Hinduism, Christian'u},.
Judaism, and Islam have of offending adherencs of ¢
tradirions.
Yer evaluation is an important part of religious studies, As w
academic discipline, after the collecting of solid data rakes place ang
theories are developed about how the data hangs together in coheren,
wholes, some judgments abour truth, value, and effectiveness are
necessarily made. Special precautions against the da ngers must be takep,
in religious studies, however.
My experience in teaching classes on the world’s religions is thay
students err in two basic ways when it comes to making evaluaive
judgments. Some zealously jump to comparing what tht}'_-;;t?]_:'i'fﬁ?:rg
with their own srrangly held faith; inappropriate jud

EMENLs, sometimes
intentional and sometimes unconscious, can be the resylt. This can

quickly rurn the study of religion into an apologetic exercise in favor of

one religion over all the others. Apologetics in any religious tradition is
an important endeavor, but it is nor the primary work of
studies scholar.

On the other hand, in an attempt to avoid 100 quickly jumping to
evaluation, some take the religious studies admonitions about respect
for their subject matter to_hearr and extend those important feelings to

unnecessary degrees. They abandon the search for truch altogether and

become poorer scholars because of ir.

Thus, it is irenic that in their attempts to avoid any unfair or
inappropriate judgments, religious studies scholars argue a great deal
over the very thing they try to be most careful about: I_ng*_ﬂf
truth. Scholars argue abour this issue even when the ultimate form of
the question (Which religion is the true one?) is not an obvious part of

hose religios

ith any

the religious
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the discussion- For phiiﬂﬂ_:rpfh:rs, the qucstii:'r‘n is usually stated this way:
. What is e > Is religious truth che same as or
* Jifferent from scientific cruth? How can anyone know religious truch?'
On che other hand, specialists in the study of religion—sociologists,?
s}mho[ﬂgismﬁ historians—usually attempt ro phrase the question of
E—u;h i a different way. They deal more with questions of cffectiveness.
The sociologist of religion, for example, might say something like this:
“ am interested in studying the effects of religious systems on human
sociological systems (or vice versa). | am not making ulrimare judgments
about the cruth of the religious systems, per se. [ want to study how this
religion works in this social setting.” Effectiveness is the key standard..
How does a religion work?

“Insiders, like Christian theologians, confront the question of truth
most directly. Because they start with theological presuppositions (such
15, God exists, God is related somehow to human beings, and so forth),
the question of the cruth or falsity of other religions inheres in those
presuppositions. As theologians attempt to work out the implications

of their presuppositions, they usually take a stand on the question of

what religious truth is.*
It already sounds complicated, doesn't it? As a budding scholar, you

will need to know what measurements of truth and value other scholars
are using when they do their work and write up their results. You will
also have to decide what kind of evaluative standard you are going to
use to apply to your work. It is important to realize that none of the
standards we are going to describe in this chapter is necessarily right or
wrong. As long as scholars are honest in describing their own standards, .
we are free to agree or disagree with those standards and also to measure
the resules of their work.

You may have noticed that I have not really defined the term
value. This needs to be dealt with before we can say anything
more about standards. Value means something a bit different
from what is usually inferred by the word rruth (or what's really
out there). Value means something like "what is important to
me (or us).” Why this distinction between value and truth? In
order to understand, we need to take a brief look at the history
of truth in our Western culture.




A Brief History of Religious Truth

Recent views of religious truth have swung between two emphages
an emphasis on the person seeking the truth, thac is, the truch seeker
and an emphasis on the truth to be known, or the content of truth.
When | was a student in college, the following scenario was the topic of
several long coffee-shop conversations: If a tree falls in the forest, does
it make a noise even if there is no one there to hear the noise? W,
argued both sides of the question. But which conclusion we came to
depended on how much we emphasized the importance of the fact thar
the tree fell (the content of truth) and how much we emphasized the
presence of a truthsecker to hear the noise. Current discussions of rrygh
have similar emphases, some stressing content more than the role of the
truthsecker, others stressing the role of the secker over the content of truch,

Traditionally in the history of Western philosophy and theology,
the emphasis has been on the content of truth—the objective pole.

rees fall and crash, whether we are there to know about them or no.
God exists and speaks, whether we recognize it or not. Truth is simply
reality, and our role is to try, as precisely as possible, to identify and
describe whar is out there.?

But recent Western philesophy and theology have seen a renewed
interest in the role of the truthsecker in defining whart truth is. The
reason for this is thar focusing heavily on the content of truth has two
major drawbacks when it comes to describing religious truch. The first
is the problem of determining the narure of Ged or, in religions where
God is absent, of the Transcendent. God is not a tree. When we try 1o
describe the truth about Ged, we can only go part-way in our
descriprions. We can say thar God is like a king, God is good not evil,
and God wants to help us. But we must admit that, in the end, there are
some things about God we cannot describe, because God (or the
Transcendent), by definition, lies ourside the normal sphere of things
that can be seen, heard, tasted, and felt. God cludes final description.

The second drawback is dealing with our own feelings abour God.
In most religions, bur in Christianity especially, God or the Transcendent

Hd:m:nds some kind of response from us. In Christianity this is called
| (faith. Knowledge of God (truth) must start with a response on our part
', to God's attempts to reveal the divine nature to human beings. Augustine
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chis P ch of God cannot be known in the fullest,

of faith, the tru

ense of the word.
n theologians and philosophers have tried to overcome these

cks to theories of truth that emphasize the content end of
devising systems of truth that emphasize the truthsecker
of the spectrum. Some have done this by saying that religious truch
. from scientific cruch. If you are studying trees falling in the
. the old view of rruth as facts that correspond to realiry is
fine. But if you are discussing God and religion, you must use a.c!iﬁ“:rmr

~dard for judging cruch. _Im‘manu:l FL:ml: dr:v-:lnp:d_dw position that
st‘ll, -ous truth is not descriptive of reality but prescriprtive of how we
;:.;ﬁld behave.” Following Kant, Fric:..{rlch Schlr:i-::_-machcr provided the
eration that religious truth is not descriptive of reality burt
of how we feel.* Another standard was adopted by Seren
Kicrkegaard, who said that religious truth is nort descriptive of reality
but effective in connecting us with God.” If the language we usc leads
us to a berter understanding of our essential relationship of faith in
God, then it is judged effective religiously.

In the views of Kant, Schleiermacher, and Kierkegaard, whether or
not religious stories correspond to realicy in the scientific sense is beside
the point. Religious stories should really be judged by whether or not
they make us act echically, make us feel truly human, or connect us
with God. The standard is not the conrent of the stories, but our human
“eaction to them. The emphasis is not on the accuracy of a description of
a tree falling in the forest, but on the appropriateness of the truthsecker’s
reaction to the tree falling in the forest. The emphasis cannot be on the
accuracy of a description of God because God cannot be finally described
anyway. What is important is the nature of our response to God. The
emphasis is not on truth in the empirical sense but on the value of a reaching
or an action to us. This is called a subjective approach to truth.

Narurally, to demonstrate what is distinctive in this way of
approaching truch, I have done a great deal of simplification. In practice,
f'cwl religious scholars would claim to base their understanding of truth
:nr:rely_ on its content or entirely on the truthsecker. Most theories are
a combinarion of the two approaches. One prominent scholar who has
attempted to blend the two views is Wilfred Cantwell Smith."
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Ower the past forty years Smith has wrirten a number of articles on,
the subject of religious truth. His major concern in them all is what he
perceives to be an overemphasis in many religions on the content of
truth. This is unfortunate, Smith says, because the kinds of truch
statements and descriptions that focus on content are usually things
that change over time (the history of a religion) or are doctrines and
dogmas on which it is difficult to find agreement even within religious
traditions, much less among several different religions. Further, no one
of us is really an objective observer of religion anyway; we all bring our
biases and preconceived notions 1o our observarions, no marter how
hard we try to control them. Thus, according to Smith, a much berter

. place to look for religious truth is in “the faith in men's hearts.” The
' “locus of truth is persons,” he says, not creeds or histories of traditions,
; “Christianity, or any religion, is not true or false; they become true or
false only as you or | appropriate them” and live them our. In the end,
for Smith, religious truth is best judged by whether or not a person’s
religion brings him or her closer to God.

Smith does nor dismiss the content end of religion entirely; he admirs
that the correspondence of religious doctrines to the way things really
are is important. (This is often called the correspondence theory of
truth.) Religious statements, to be valid, must correspond as far as we
can know to the way things are in the world. But his point is thar any
measure of religious truth that neglects the mortivation of the truth-
secker and the way that truth works its way out in the individual secker's
life will be incomplete and thus false.

Most critics of Smith say that he does, in fact, place undue emphasis
on the role of the truthsecker in knowing truth and he rips the balance
in thar direction, just as Kant and Schleiermacher have done. Traditional
theologians object thar the correspondence theory of truth—liberally
laced with good doses of humility and the willingness to say, “I don't
know” at cerrain points—will serve us just fine. Usually they point out
the dangers of either reducing religion to ethics or feelings, or
overemphasizing the religious subject’s role in determining truth. In
doing any of these things, they say, the objective standards by which
most religions measure truth (Holy Scriprures, God's appearances,
divinely revealed systems of doctrine) are needlessly minimized or lost.

From my point of view, both truth and value are important to
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dligious st dies. Indeed, they scem to come together in religious studies
do in no other area of life. Look at one definition of religious

::u[:];qnﬂ'crcd by Frederick Streng: “Religious rruth can be defi
ression.of what-is-for the purpose of achieving

che knowledge and_cxp _ .
the greates! well-being possible (i.c., salvation, absolute freedom, or

t.‘;.ﬁ]_hal'mdﬁ};j'.'im. In this definition both truth as the way things are
and truch as whar is most valuable for me are included.

From this brief history of religious truth in Western thought, you
can see why some scholars distinguish berween the evaluarive words
sruth and value, sometimes reserving the former for science and the
lacter for religion. Orther scholars don't make this distinction. Still others
prefer not o ralk abourt it at all, seeing the issues as lying outside the
purview of religious studies per se. It is precisely because of these
disagreements within the field itself thar we must be carefully aware
of what standard of evaluation scholars use. So let’s look at some of

the possibilities.
Defining Standards of Truth, Value, and Effectiveness

Identifying the standard of truth, value, or effectiveness used in any
scholarly work means asking (and answering) three questions;.

Is the intended judgment absolute or relative? Absolute srandar
truth assert that something is true for all rimes and all places, Relative
standards maintain that something is true for some times and some
places but not for others. Most, if not all, of the world’s._religions
recognize both absolute and relative truth standards. For Muslims, for
example, the teachings of the Quran are absolute truth judgments, true
for all times and places. The rules of an individual mosque on how its
members should behave, however, are mostly relative truth standards,
applicable only to the members of that mosque. It is true that other
mosques may have similar rules; indeed, it is likely. But the variations
between mosques are questions of relative cruch, not absolute truth,
except where they are specifically mandared by the teachings of the
Quran, In most religions, the truths of God or the Transcendent tend
to be seen as absolute, supported by the relative truths of institutional
and ecclesiastical organizations.

Sif“i'aﬂ:ﬁ when religious studies scholars talk abour truth, value, or
EE«EE[ivenﬁssl th:}r may somerimes be n:Fcrring o these standards as
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absolute for all times and all places and ar other times (and this is more
often the case) be referring to them as relative, depending on a particular
religion in a particular time and place. Thus, when speaking of truth in
religions, we must make it elear whether we are talking about absolute
orrelative ruth. T

I rﬁem.:p} of the judgment interreligious or in rrareligions, that is among
different religions or within one religious tradition? It is extremely
important to understand whether a judgment is based on _the teachings
ofa single religion or whether it is meant to be a judgment that adopts
a stance outside any particular religion and thus applies tq all. It is
possible, for example, to judge the truth of all religions against the
teachings of Judaism and how Jews view God and the world. This is
something that Jewish theologians have done and must do, just as
Christian theologians and Hindu and Buddhist philesophers do with
respect to the teachings of their religious traditions,

But it is also possible to devise systems of truth and value thar are
intended for use across religious boundaries according to some standard
that is not rooted in any one tradition, but is outside of or common to
them all. For example, one could use personal spiritual sartisfaction as
the standard of truth or value for all religions: How effective is a religious
tradition in satisfying human beings’ spiritual urges? Of course, in order
to use such a standard, one must either prove or assume that the standard
is common to all people being measured (e.g., thar all people have

spiritual longings). And, like other standards, it must then be carefully
defined in a way that lends itself to useful measurement.

wWhat is the standard of truth or value? Different scholars use different
standards against which to measure truth or value. Sometimes the
standard is obvious. For example, if you are a judge in a strongest-man-
in-the-world contest, you know that the participants will be judged on
how much weight they can lift. This does not mean that this is the only
standard against which the participants could be measured. The weakest
contestant might be the fastest runner. But when the strength standard
is used, he loses.
At other times the standard is not so obvious and must be spelled out
clearly. For example, your daughter’s school may give an award for being
the best citizen of the school. The standard could be anyone of several

things (or all of them): good grades, participation in clubs, good deportment,
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Guichful artendance. The imporrant thing is that the standard be well defined.
In religious studies, sociologists of religion tend to measure religions
by how well they contribute tothie well-being of a culture or sociery.
psychologists of rcligi_un tend to measure them by how well they
contribute to an integrated personality or a pathology-free personaliy.
Philosophers measure religions by how well their belief systems stack
UF; against standards of correspondence to reality or coherence.
Theologians use_ingernal standards unique to cach of cheir systems:
hat sacred scriprures say, whar the historical teadition has raught, whar
the cumulative experiences of the adherenss describe. Some theologians,
such as Ross Reat and Edmund Perry in A World Theology: The Central
Spiritual Reality of Humankind (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1991), are attempting to develop more inclusive standards. None of
these standards of truth or value are necessarily right or wrong. In the
same way that I can choose to measure the length of my desk with a
ruler that is divided into inches, feet, and yards or one that is divided
-nto centimeters and meters, so religious studies scholars have a variety
of “rulers” at their disposal. Burshe measuring rool being uscd must
be clearly stated,-so thar.other scholars and rescarchers can evaluate -

the evaluations.

A Simplified Paradigm of Approaches to Religious Truth

An alternative to the content versus truthseeker division we used
earlier to describe the current philosophical and theological discussions
of truth is to think of theories of truth in terms of where the standards
of truth are located in time. Some scholars find their standards against
which to measure truth in the past; others find them in the present, still
others in the furure. Let’s look briefly at examples of each.

The past. Some scholars evaluate religious truth claims by measuring
them against standards they have accepted from the past. For example,
it may be an authoritative Scriprure that was written down, usually
scen to have been revealed from God, that is the standard against which
present-day beliefs and actions are measured. Or the mighty acts of
God in history, all human history, may be the benchmarks against which
modern-day events are evaluated. Or it may be a cumularive tradition
of a religious communiry over thousands of years that has final auchority
for judging truch.
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A good example of a tradition that uses the sraydard of revealed
Scripture to determine truth is modern American evangelical
Christianiry. In an article entitled “The Biblical Concepr of Truth,”
evangelical scholar Roger Nicole closely examines the words used for
eruth in both the Old and New Testaments of the Bible and concludes
from those usages that the Christian concept of truth “is like 2 rope
with several intertwined strands. . . . The full Bible concepr of truth
involves facruality, faithfulness, and completeness.” Evangelical
Christians use the Bible as the final arbiter of truth because they believe
the Bible is the revealed word of God. For them, it is the standard
against which everything in the world, Christian and non-Christian,
is measured.'?

In a slighdy different way, some Hindus also use a standard from
the past to measure truth. Dayananda Sarasvari, the ninereenth-cenrury
founder of a Hindu reform movement called the Arya Samaj, considered
the Vedas, the oldest of the Hindu sacred scriprures, the authoritative
standard against which right-thinking Hindus should measure their
behavior. According to Dayananda, God is the crearor first of the Vedas
and then of the world. Hence, the Vedas are cternal as compared with
the world: “The Vedas exist in God. At the beginning of creation the
Lord propagated the Vedas.”"* Just as there are various Christian ways
of viewing the authoriry of the Bible, there are various Hindu ways of
viewing the Vedas as a standard. Bur some ac least view them as the
defining documents of Hindu truth.

Another example of a standard of truth from the past comes from
yet another religious tradition in another part of the world. Confucianism
teaches the Chinese a pattern of behavior in regard to elders, employers,
kings, children, siblings, husbands, and wives that hearkens back to the
good old days, a golden age when everything was more ordered and
harmonious than it is now. For centuries, the reachings of Confucius,
collected in five major works, have been the basis of an ethical system
that influences Chinese culture to this day. In one sense, some
Confucianists raise the tradition of a long past culture to the status of
an absolute standard of truth,

The present. Some scholars, particularly those trained in the
humanities and social sciences, use present-oriented standards of rruth.
Often these standards are recognized by those using them to be relarive,
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and partial-measures rff mcin[ﬂglﬁcd and psychological health,
. cmpgrﬂﬂr'ic Orhers, however, view certain present-oriented standards
: E'“ Jeast as far as we are able to understand them; philosophers,
' Jook to measures of coherent systems of logical thoughrt as

<t which religious belief systems should be evaluated.
g srandard that measures the sociological effectiveness
vements is offered by Rodney Seark in “How New
Succeed: A Theorerical Model.”" Stark suggests that new
. ments are likely to succeed over the long haul to the extent
r:llglh 2ccomplish cight chings: 1) retain cultural conrinuity with che
¢hat they | faiths of the socicties in which they appear or originate; 2)
edium level of tension within their surrounding

maiﬂtﬂi n a m : ; A
vironment; 3) achieve effective mobilization, strong governance, and
[ 5 ' - '
individual commitment 4) atrract and maintain adherents

:high'ﬂ'-‘iﬂf . ; : ;
who are representative of the surrounding population in the

demographics of age and sex: a normal age and sex structure; 5) operate
within a favorable ecology that is sustained when the religious economy
is relatively unregulated; 6) maintain dense internal nerwork relations
without becoming colated; 7) resist secularization; and 8) adequately
socialize the young. Obviously, Stark is not commenting on the absolute
cruch of religions; he is interested in observing the sociological facrors
that appear to lead to a new religion’s survival. Other sociologists might
use different factors.

One example of a present-oriented evaluation system built on a
philosophical analysis of all religions is John Hick's. For Hick, a religion
is successful or not to the extent that it aids individuals in moving from
self-centeredness to Reality-centeredness, where Reality is the ultimare
reality toward which all religions point and offer “salvarion” systems for
Euajnmc:nt. The technique for refining and honing this standard is a

continuing dialogue [that] will prove ro be a dialogue into truth and
[will lead to) a fuller grasp of truth [so that] our present conflicting
doctrines will ultimately be transcended.”"?

The furure. Future-oriented standards of truth take seriously the view
;:’mmﬂn to most theologians and religious studies scholars that
in"tl‘::“il;ﬂdc‘nt realm of all religions can be known only imperfectly
i PS ent; thus our knowledge of it can be cnrn'piclc only in the

- Some scholars attempt to construct evaluative standards for

inrerestin

of new religious MmO

Religions
a11s MOoVE

convention
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measuring truth and value that highlight this belicf. _

Perhaps the most promincnt of these scholars today is "Wg].ﬂ-lﬂt
Pannenberg,. Asa Christian theologian, Pannenberg affirms the Christian
cradition. But he believes Christianity must be provable by rational
standards. This means proving the existence of '::ﬂd‘ But Ged, by all
widely accepred definitions, is beyond our proving. So we must look
for God through God’s cffect on the world. The one place where we can
most easily see this effect is in the history of human efforts at religion.
By what standard can we evaluare those efforrs? I.ly measuring them
against the promises inherent in the life and reachings of Jesus Christ
that will be fully understood only at some point in the future. So we
must comprehend the truth of what Christ was preaching and teaching
as realizable only in the future and must allow our evaluations to be
guided by that future, unified stare.'®

Another approach to a Future-oriented truth standard is taken by
Raimundo Panikkar. Panikkar argues that growth is an indispensable
clement of all religion: “The future, hope, eschatology, |and] the end of
man. life, and the world are fundamental religious categories. Religion
is essentially inclined rowards the future.”"” We should expecr growth
in religions, says Panikkar, and in evaluating or judging any religion,
growth is an important, perhaps the most important, standard.

There are many other standards that religious studies scholars use to
measure truth, value, and effectiveness. Qur short list is just a sampling.
We should neither exaggerate the importance of the differences berween
them nor distinguish too sharply among them. Although scholars do
start from different points and do use different strategies, the best
religious studies scholars recognize that many standards have relative
value. Even if absolute standards are being attempted, within those
larger parameters the work of scholars using more restricted standards
is indispensable.



Questios o Jr;rmf;!:, Values, and Effectiveness
107

The

EXERCISE

Jeast seven different religious studies journals
£ £5, ﬂ'ﬂ.ﬂ'

Rmd'arri:t.’fsﬁ’ﬂrﬂ ar
th, vaiu ]
. Wﬁf 2 i :; or effectiveness standards that the auth
wsing ANSWETIN re -
y g the three questions about r:; r;’f*—“fﬂﬁ
soluteness

Fed d 2 -
i ;,r.:zrzdfdrafr thar are raised on pages 105-1
03.

,,-,-j;&-::m:i to
persis relativity, SCOPE:
7. Ask who a
5. Decide wh
fuusure.
3. Select journals -

iy Scicmggz”; the following: History of Religi
Academy of Religi tudy of Religion, Journal "-‘f_lgmns, s
Religion and An':frl?n' Journal of Religion Nﬂ the American
e Sl Sl s S A A Dbl Edmacis
’ view of Religious e beicaion
Research. g

nd what the a
wtho ;
ether their .frand,f seem to cite most as their authoriti
rds are based in the past orities. .
, present, or




9
= Doing Further Research
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skill #9: Form 2 habitus of continuing study of religion and how it
\fects any cultural system.

f you have faithfully done the cight exercises in this book, you
aow have a taste for what it means rto do religious studies research.
You have touched the major issues of rescarch thar religious studies
scholars face and have perhaps even struggled with some of the
implications of them yourself. No doubt, some nF the exercises were at
least a bit disconcerting. 1 hope the taste of religious studies has been
cweet. If so, stick with it, and I predict you will not only develop your
religious studies skills but will have your personal faith deepened.

You have not arrived yet, however. The field is vast, and even if you
have started to get an inkling of how you might want to focus your
interests, you still need to look art religious studies as an ongoing,
neverending task. I do not use the word meverending in the sense of
tedious, because religions and religious people never fail to change,
surprise, and challenge. | mean neverending in the sense that there is so
much to learn—there are so many church naves to poke into, forest
firewalking rituals to observe, and charismaric religious leaders to
interview. So you must now develop a plan for continued study.

Actually, if you are in school and are raking classes, your research
capacities should be challenged continually. But you may not be in
mh“'f'I"‘i"‘d* at any rate, you won't be there forever. You may want to
continue doing religious studies as an avocarion rather than as a
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Prgﬁ:ssi,nn_ So de-.-cluping a mindset now that will dovetail with your
specialized interests is important. In the next few paragraphs | wanr to
suggest strategies for continuing to do religious studies research—even
when you aren't.

The Arts

As you read novels, attend plays, and listen to music, never forget
that some of the most powerful themes in the history of art have been
religious ones. Identify those themes when they are obvious and dig for
them when they are not. Fifteen years ago I toured the famous Hermitage
Art Museum in St. Petersburg (then Leningrad), Russia. Massive oil
canvases covered the walls, works thar depicted Christian religious scenes.
All this stupendous art was carefully preserved by an avowedly atheist
government. Is it any wonder that when Marxism fell there in 1989 the
church in Russia proved to be so vital—even after seventy years of
relentless persecution?

One of my favorite novels is The Counr of Monte Crisre by Alexandre
Dumas. I have read and reread it numerous times over the years. Only
in the past few years, though, have | focused on its basic theme, the
relentless pursuit of revenge, from a primarily theological viewpoint.
Looking at it in this way has added a great deal of depth and texture to
my appreciation of one of my favorite works and, in the process, has
made me a berter theologian.

Or consider movies. When wartching a film, try to identify its
underlying value system and locate it in religious time and space, if
possible. Grear films stand out because they articulate a consistent world
view in a true-to-life sertng. Identifying each writer’s or director’s world
view can be an excellent exercise in deepening your awareness of the
many links berween culture, the arts, and religion.

Mass Media

One of the exercises in this book asks you to read the newspaper
religiously. If you did this, you began to get a grasp of the crucial role
religion plays in so many areas of our lives. Perhaps you also began to
get a new sense of why people in different parts of the world behave so
differently—and so similarly. Religious beliefs make a difference in the
way people behave. Practice discerning those motivations where possible.

e e T 1
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profession. So developing a mindset now that will dovetail with your

specialized interests is important. In the next few pa_rag:aphs I want o
suggest strategies for continuing to do religious studies research—even
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The Arts

As you read novels, attend plays, and listen to music, never forger
that some of the most powerful themes in the history of art have been
religious ones. Identify those themes when they are obvious and dig for
them when they are not. Fifteen years ago I toured che famous Hermitage
Art Museum in St. Petersburg (then Leningrad), Russia. Massive oil
canvases covered the walls, works that depicted Christian religious scenes,
All this stupendous art was carefully preserved by an avowedly atheist
government. Is it any wonder that when Marxism fell there in 1989 the
church in Russia proved to be so vital—even after seventy years of
relentless persecurtion?

One of my favorite novels is The Count of Monte Crisro by Alexandre
Dumas. | have read and reread it numerous times over the years. Only
in the past few years, though, have 1 focused on its basic theme, the
relentless pursuic of revenge, from a primarily theological viewpoint.
Looking at it in this way has added a grear deal of depth and texture to
my appreciation of one of my favorite works and, in the process, has
made me a better theologian.

Or consider movies. When wartching a film, try to identify its
underlying value system and locate it in religious time and space, if
possible. Great films stand out because they arriculate a consistent world
view in a true-to-life setting. ldentifying each writer’s or direcror’s world
view can be an excellent exercise in deepening your awareness of the
many links berween culrure, the arts, and religion.

Mass Media

One of the exercises in this book asks you to read the newspaper
religiously. If you did this, you began to get a grasp of the crucial role
religion plays in so many areas of our lives. Perhaps you also began 10
get a new sense of why people in different parts of the world behave so
differentdy—and so similarly. Religious beliefs make a difference in the
way people behave. Practice discerning those motivations where possible.
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ing Furthe? Research

Do : i
Em— rself to the newspaper Read magazines religiously; watch
Don' lult-“'gusl}ﬂ The interplay between culture, religion, the mass media,
fdﬂmﬂgj mp!f:-san licies is endlessly fascinating and insouctive.
and me?

people : < :

e pcnpl e with a religious eye. Public people are rextbooks
Fina }'+T otivated behavior. Several years ago New York Democrats
0 religious Y - and Geraldine Ferraro adnpted an interesting view of
Mario Cuo t in private life and in favor of it in public

on: They were against} e
-bur'lé[l‘h " occasioned a great deal of discussion. In last year's election,
}5&' > l;md Barbara Bush adopred equally interesting positions on
eorl

° _ both of them seeming to differ with each other and with the
ahﬂl'f::néan party platform. All of this, whatever your position on
R;E:inn, s valuable grist for the mill of the religion and politics cipher.
: mmad Ali, who changed his name for religious reasons and
void fighring in the Viermam War, is an example of a
public person making expressions thar reveal the influence of religious
values on behavior- Other examples of this: college football halfbacks
kneeling for prayer in the end zone after scoring a touchdown; baskecball
players crossing the mselves at the free-throw line; South African achletes
refusing to compete with black athletes—or being refused the right to
do so because of their nations racial policies.

You already realize that the people you know personally—friends,
—workers—work out their religion in everyday life, both

and unconsciously. And so do you. Be aware in these
£ che intricate religious connections between

went to jail t0 3

relatives, co
consciously
most intimate settings o

life and belief.
In short, there is no lack of opportunity for you to do “religious

studies research” even when you are not. Take advantage of it. It will
kffﬁ[-‘ Eht scholarly juices flowing and will give you a lifecime of intriguing
thinking as you yourself figure our and deepen the religious rhythms of

your life,
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The Fundamental Skills

1.

Identify and distinguish among various definitions of religion; choose
a definition appropriate to a specific research project.

Idencify and distinguish among three primary research points of view;
choose a point of view appropriate to a specific research project.

. Develop an appropriate harmony berween researcher and researched,

the “consent of being to being,” that most lends itself to the relative
objectivity required for social scienrific research.

Master the normarive literatures necessary [0 a specific research
project, paying special artention to the time, place, structure, and
function of the culture and religion(s) central to the topic.

. Learn the skills of ethnographic observation, particularly the capaciry

to interview on religious topics.

. Perform a religious audit of a cultural serting, paying artention to

the religious, political, economic, and geographical factors
characteristic of the socio/religious system.

. Compare and contrast features of the religiously known with the

religiously unknown.

Analyze the coherence of religious beliefs, particularly the relarionship
between belief and practice in a discrere culture.

- Form a habirtus of continuing study of religion and how it affects any

cultural system.
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 Checkhst for a Religious Studies Project |

definition of religion for chis project is:

1. My

2.1 am primarily adopting the role of:
Theologian/Insider

Reporrer
Specialist

If reporter or specialist, the following word best captures my role:

______Anthropologist Archacologist

___Comparativist Historian

___Mythologist Phenomenologist
______Philosopher Psychologist

_____Sociologist Other (Specify =,

3. My field of inquiry is bounded in rime, space, and strucrure:

Time

1) Dartes:

2) Key characreristics of this time period:

3) Relationships of this period to other periods in che cradition:

113
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Space
1) Influence of religion on culture:

2) Influence of culture on religion:

3) History of the various relationships between culture and religion:

Structure )
1) Role of this practice or belief within religious tradition:

2) Role of this practice or belief across traditions:

4. I will need to use the following research techniques for my project:
Interviews

Observartion

Participants’ observations

Written surveys
MNone of the above

Resource people to interview or observe include:
Experes:

Practitioners:

The nonreligious:

5. Steps [ will rake to avoid bias, both mine and others, in my research
project:

6. 1 will need to analyze the relationships between religion and culture
in the serting of this project.
Yes No

If yes, here is a brief description of how I will do that:




_

Checklist for a Religious Srudies Project .
4 Comparing and contrasting religious beliefs and practices will be

nccgssar}' to my srud}f
Yes No |

 is a brief oudine of how 1 will arrive at the following

If yes. her

clements of the comparison:
H}rpothr.'Sis:
Conrtent:
Context:
I

Function:
Importance in the roral system:

e —

8. The word that best describes my evaluarive standard is:

Truch
Value
Effectiveness

My evaluarive srandard could also be described as:

Pasrt
Present
Furture

My standard of truth is:

____Absolure Relative
The scope of my standard is:
Interreligious Intrareligious :
i:
|

ore fully as:

My standard of truth or value can be described m
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~ History of the Scientific Study of Religion

T he study of religion as a Western academic subject is a relatively

new discipline. Prior to che mid-nincteenth century, when one
scudied “religion,” the subject matter was one’s own religion with
occasional thoughts on how other religions compared with my religion.
The study of religion, in other words, was synonymous with theology. In
the mid-nineteenth cencury, several trends gave these occasional and
ghts abour other religions a new, distinctive character. One

dogmatic thou
trend, ironically, was the Christian missions movement, which was reaching
the peak of several centuries of development and was supplying Western

scholars with a wealth of material on non-Christian religions. Second, at

this same time anthropologists and archaeologists were studying non-Western
che of data on culrural and religious

ailures and sending back an avalan
practices from Asia, Africa, and Micronesia. Third was the full flowering of
a way of looking at such dara in a way thar emphasized human rationality,
as opposed to divine agency. This Enlightenment viewpoint was tailor-
made for actempts to make some sensc of this body of religious information.
This early science of religion pmdu::cd scholarly works of two types.
Dn:. is typified by the work of a man often called the father of religious
?udlﬁ’.mﬂx Miiller (1832-1930). Miiller, using data obrained through his
inguistic studies, traced the history of religious systems and then wrote
comparative studies that made “religion” the underlying category of study
E:ﬂ Hiln aisp‘-":iﬁc religion. The second is typified by the work of James
s¢ s Fra..mer (1854-1941), who took the catalog approach to making
nse of this deluge of religious information. His rwelve-volume Golden
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Bough is organized according to cross-religious categories, such as magic,
taboo, and rotemism, with religious data from different religious traditions
filed under the appropriate heading.

One can see in this early work the influence of a positivistic approach to
dara—in short, the scientific model. The task of the scientist Dfl‘:'igiﬂn was
to gather as much data as possible, and then do theory construction that
attempred to explain the data in wider and wider circles of inclusivity, with
the goal not of discovering metaphysical truth but of describing accurately
and meaningfully the religious phenomena of the world in which we live.
Given this reliance on the scientific model (in an attempt to distinguish this
study from theology), it is not surprising to find that when the prevailing
scientific theory of the nineteenth cenrury changed, the study of comparative
religion began to change.

In some ways, Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution was a godsend for
comparative religionists. One effect of Darwin’s explanarory thesis was
remove the need for periodic or constant divine intervention in human
affairs in order to explain why things happen as they do. Divine intervention,
of course, was a staple of premodern explanatory theses. By making it
scientifically respectable to offer secular explanations for human phenomena,
evolutionism opened up a whole new arena of acrivity for the fledgling
science of religion. Sociologists, psychologists, and philosophers quickly
filled this new arena with huge explanatory theses thar attempred globally
to describe the origins and development of all religion in comprehensive
schemara.

This was the age of the grear sociologists of religion, Emile Durkheim
(1858-1917) and Max Weber (1864-1920). A uniquely American
contribution to the discipline was offered by the psychologists of religion,
typified by William James (1842-1910) and his Varieries of Religious
Experience. Perhaps more than any other, the philosophers of religion began
to produce systematic philosophies of the development of religious
consciousness, such as thar produced by Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1953).

This ferment of scholarly activity in kindred disciplines encouraged the
carving out of methodologies designed specifically for the study of religion.
Objective histories of specific religious traditions began to appear from the
studies of scholars like Nathan Soderblom (1886-1931) and William Brede
Knstensen (1867-1953). Other scholars, in the cataloging tradicion of Frazier,
adapted a methodology loosely related to Edmund Husser!’s philosophical
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have any kind of cross-cultural (and cross-religious) communication at all.
This gave rise to two middle roads berween universalism and particularism.
The first came to be called functionalism, a view that did not find the core
of religion in truth—claims of the gods or the gods’ representarives, nor in
the unconnected, conditioned realities of discrete cultures, but in the funcrion
religion performed in addressing personal and societal needs. The needs
char funcrionalists identified as “religious” varied. But for all funcrionalists,
“religion is as religion does.” Funcronalist theories of religion are among
the most widely used in religious studies roday, and in one sense may be
seen as extensions of Emile Durkheim's pioneering work. It is particularly
useful to sociologists of religion such as Wach (1898-1955) and Robert
Bellah (b. 1927), and anthropologists Mary Douglas (b. 1921) and Clifford
Geerz (b. 1926).

A second middle road berween universalism and particularism is
structuralism. With roots in the work of linguist Ferdinand de Saussure
(1857-1913), and given methodological form by social anthropologist
Claude Levi-Strauss (b. 1908), structuralists see the use of language and
language systems as the mediator berween universals and particulars.
Religions and cultures came to be viewed as analogous to languages. Each
language (or religion), is different with its own vocabulary and grammatical
rules. Each language (or religion), however, also has structural features in
common that seem to run across all languages or religions. Structuralists
say these features allow people of one religious rradition to recognize
themselves in another person’s religious tradition, but to preserve the
otherness of that tradition because those features’ full meaning resides more
in the holistic partern of that religious tradition than in the content of a
particular belief. The recognition of these common structural fearures allows
empathy that may lead 1o understanding, but not o understanding icself.
Structuralism is on the curting edge of approaches to religion being explored
by scholars today. History of religions and phenomenological methodologjes
still provide much of the on-the-ground content and dara of religious studics,
but those data are increasingly filtered through, the lenses of

structuralist forms.
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ing a Student of Religion

#

[ntroduction: Becom
rld religion texts available for study. Among them,
consider Gregory Bolich, Byron Care, and Garren Kennery, Introduction ro Religion
(Dubuque, LA: Kendall-Hunt, 1988); A C. Bouquet, Comparative Religion, 7¢h ed.
(Baltimore, MD: Penguin, 1967); Denisc Carmody and John Carmody, Ways 10 the

Center: An Introducrion io World Religions (Belmont, CA- Wadsworth, 1989); Robert

§. Ellwood, Jr.. Many Peoples, Many Faiths (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall,

1982); Lewis Hopfe, Religions of the World (New York: Macmillan, 1987); James
Lewis and William Travis, Religious Traditions of the World (Grand Rapids, MI:
7ondervan, 1991); Theodore Ludwig, The Sacred Paths (New York: Macmillan,
1989); Nicls Nielsen, et al., Religions of the World (New York: St. Marcins, 1988);
David Noss and John Noss, A History of the World's Religions (New York: Macmillan,
1990); Ninian Smart, The Religious Experience of Mankind, 3d ed. (New York:
Scribner, 1984); Huston Smith, The Wirld s Religions (New York: Harper, 1991).
2. There are many good methodological sources available, beginning with a
history of the discipline, Eric Sharpe’s Comparative Religion: A History (LaSalle, IL:
Open Court, 1986). Sharpe’s book and the bibliography in this book can point
you to some of the early writings on methodology. Current books that go into more
depth on the issues raised in chis book include Robert Baird, Caregory Formarion.
and the History of Religions (The Hague: Mouton, 1971); Walter Capps. Way of
giﬁd'ﬂ:wnding Religion (New York: Macmillan, 1972); Mircea Eliade and ]us:Fh
nftgl_:-‘“: eds., The History of Religions: Essays in Methodology (Chicago: Ufuvcrsn:}r
icago Press, 1959): T. William Hall, ed., Religion: An Introduction (5an

Francisco: Harper and Row, 1985); John Haugh, Whar Is Religion? (New York:

Paulist, 1990); James Livingston, Anatomy of the Sacred: An Introduction to Religion
rlds: The Compararive

(N : :
Sm':"' York: !'t.-ifcn'ullan. 1989); William Paden, Religious Wa
y of Religion (Boston: Beacon, 1988); Roger Schmidr, Exploring Religion

1. There arc many good wo

133



134 Endnotes

(Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1988); Eric Sharpe, Understanding Religion (New York:
St. Marrtin's, 1983); Frederick Streng, Understanding Religious Life (Encino, CA:
Dickenson, 1976); John Francis Wilson and W. Royce Clark, Religion: A Preface,
2d ed. (Englewood Cliffs. NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1989): ]. Milton Yinger, The Scientific
Study of Religion (New York: Macmillan, 1970). For a historical study of religious
studies complete with excerpts and full bibliographies, sce Jean Jacques Waardenburp,
Classical Approaches to the Study af Religion (The Hague: Mouton, 1973), and Frank
w'hinng' ed., E'p”;rmpprgj? _.-"!P‘F.I'Mﬂ‘}ﬂ o the &Hﬂ:}' #f&ﬂ__gfﬂﬂ. 2 vols. (Berlin:
Mouron, 1983-1984).

3. This complexity has also been the occasion for a grear deal of discussion on
just where the discipline of religious studies fits in higher education curriculums. A
sampling of the literature: Stephen Crites, ed., The Religion Major: A Reporr (Adanta:
American Academy of Religion, 1990); Ray Hart, ed., Trajectories in the Study of
Religion {Adanta: Scholars, 1987); Dennis Howkstra and Arnold De Graaff,
Contrasting Christiam Approaches to Teaching Religion and Biblical Studies (Grand
Rapids: Calvin College, 1973); Martin Marty, “What Is Modern abour the Modern
Study of Religion?” the Universiry Lecrure in Religion ar Arizona State Universiry
(February 21, 1985); Jacob Neusner, “Stranger at Home: The Task of Religious
Studies,” Inaugural Lecture of the Department of Religious Studies at Arizona Stare
University (October 25. 1979); Paul Ramsey and John F. Wilson, eds., The Seud)y of
Religion in Colleges and Universities (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970);
Herbert Searles, The Study of Religion in Srate Universities (lowa City: Universiry
of lowa, 1927); Claude Welch, Graduare Educarion in Religion: A Critical
Appraisal (Missoula, MT: University of Montana Press, 1971); and John F
Wilson and Thomas P. Slavens, Research Guide to Religious Srudies (Chicago:
Amecrican Library Association, 1982).

4. Books that raise some of the questions of faith and scholarship include J. N.
D. Anderson, Christianity and World Religions (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsicy,
1984); Kenneth Howkins, The Challenge of Religious Studies (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity, 1972); Wilfred Canewell Smith, The Meaning and End of Religion
(New York: Macmillan, 1963); and Joachim Wach, The Comparasive Study of
Religions (New York: Columbia University Press, 1958).

Chapter 1: What Am I Observing?

1. Eric Sharpe, Undersranding Religion (New York: St. Martin's, 1983), 47.

2. Morris Jastrow, Jr., The Study of Religion (New York: Scribners, 1909); C. F.
Tiele, Elements of the Science of Religion (New York: Scribners, 1899); E Max Miiller,
Introduction to the Science of Religion (London: Longmans, Green, 1873); G. W. F.
Hegel, Lecrures on the Philasophy of Religion (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1984); Mircea Eliade, The Myth of the Eternal Return (New York: Harper, 1959)
and Fred Parrish, The Classificarion of Religions (Scottdale, PA: Herald, 1941).

3. Sharpe, Understanding Religion, 35,
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i ‘ncluding in the 'I:_hri:v._: catnguri_c:: the so-called hostile definitions of
& hat deny chat there is anything to religion other than superstton, magic,
religion il calculating self-intcrest. Proponcnts of these kinds of definidons
" Freud, who called religion an “illusion,” and Karl Marx, who

the “opiate of the people.”

c:il.:;i. ;-r'.._-drich Schleiermacher, The Christian Faith (Edinburgh: T & T Clark,

9), 12- oz a :
Iga;\aﬁlﬁmﬂjlmﬁ" The Varieties qu:flgmm‘ E@mnu‘f{ﬂ:w York: Mentor, 1958), 61

7. Anders Nygrem, Essence of Chrissianity: Two Essays (Grand Rapids, MI:

Eerdmans. 1960).
8. Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Heoly (London: Oxford University Press, 1923),

7. 12, 35. :
9. Fuller discussion of these different approaches to religion will be added in

later chapters.
10. Clifford Geertz, Islam Observed (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,

1968), 95-98.
11. john Hick, An Interpretation of Religion (New Haven, CT: Yale University

Press, 1989), 3-4.

12. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philasophical Investigations (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
1976), par. 66. Cited in Hick, An Interpretation of Religion.

13. James, Varieries of Religious Experience, 42,

\4. Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (New York:
Macmillan, 1915), 62.

Chapter 2: What Kind of Observer Am I?

1. David Noss and John Noss, A History of the World’s Religions (New York:
Macmillan, 1990), 444.

2. Ibid., 523.

3. The differences here are extremely important to the different religions.

4. For a good discussion of the differences berween deductive and inducuve
mf_ﬂ'lﬂ-di in various academic disciplines, especially the ones related to the study of
religion, sec H. G. Hubbeling, “Theology, Philosophy and Science of Religion and
Thfﬂ' Logical and Empirical Presuppositions” in Th. T van Baarcn and H. J. W.
Drijvers, Religion, Culture, and Methodology (The Hague: Mouton, 1973). 9-35.

5. Recognizing that commitment is an indispensable element of a study that
changes, for the berter, the way the study is done, the results of the study, and the
::E“"F}' of the study, some scholars have cried to translate this clcrlntl“ af

ommitment to the academic community. Unfortunately, this approach misses the

Frtciﬁ_ element of religious commitment that needs to be understood—that it is
“ommitmen ones. Sce T. William Hall,

;Memn.dnm ion: An Ineroduciion
San n Smart, The Saence

t to the ultimate questions, nor just relative
6 gical Reflections,” in T, William Hall, ed., Relig
Ahcisco: Harper and Row, 1985), 250-63. Sec also Ninia
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of Religion and the Sociology of Knowledge (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1973), where he admits thar religious explanations must come from both within a
religious tradition (theology) and ourside it (other disciplines). But by theology he
seems to mean a kind of philosophical theology, not the committed theology of a
believer. Sce pp. 110-34.

6. "Research for a Theological Faculty,” Theological Education (Spring 1990):
86-106.

7. The Swedish Lutheran theologian Nathan Soderblom (1866-1931) was
perhaps the best example of this historically. See The Living God (London: Oxford
University Press, 1933) and The Nature of Revelation (London: Oxford University
Press, 1930).

8. The Comparative Srudy of Religions (Mew York: Columbia University Press,
1958), 8.

9. Essays on the History of Religions (Leiden: Brill, 1967), 215.

10. Other examples of reductionists are the sociologists of knowledge who
reduce all religious thought to sociological factors and, in the philosophical realm,
the logical positivists who dismiss transeendent religious claims on linguistic bases.

11. Rudolf, Otwo, The Idea of the Holy (London: Oxford University Press, 1923), 8.

12. Joseph Campbell, Here with a Thousand Faces (Princeton: Princeton
University Press 1968); Myrhs to Live By (New York: Bantam, 1984).

13. John F. Haught, Whar Is Religion? (New York: Paulist, 1990), 11.

Chapter 3: What Does It Mean to Take Other Religions
Seriously?

1. Wilfred Cancwell Smith, “The Comparative Study of Religion,” McGill
University Divinity Faculty Inaugural Lecture, 1949, excerpted in Walter Capps,
Ways of Understanding Religion (New York: Macmillan, 1972), 193.

2. A limited list of some, not all, scholars engaged in this endeavor: Pierre D.
Chantepie de la Saussaye, Manual of the Science of Religion (Now York: Longmans,
Green, 1891); E. E. Evans-Pritchard, Theories of Primitive Religion (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1965); E. O. James, Prehistoric Religion (New York: Barnes and Noble,
1961); Rafacl Karsten, The Origins of Religion (London: Kegan, Paul, Trench,
Trubner, 1935); Andrew Lang, The Making of Religion (New York: AMS, 1968);
Robert Lowie, Primirive Religion (New York: Liveright, 1948).

3. Geo Widengren, “Evolutionism and the Problem of the Origin of Religion,”
Erbnos(1945): 2-3.

4. Classic developments of this theme may be found in Sir James George Frazier,
The Golden Bough (New York: Macmillan, 1922).

5. See Gerardus van der Lecuw, Religion in Eisence and Manifestation (New
York: Harper and Row, 1963).

6. Wilhelm Schmids, The Origin and Growth of Religion (New York: Cooper
Square, 1972).

7. Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, The Phenomenon of Man (New York: Harper
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, 1959). "
and:.ﬂ;;r ::amPt'ﬂ' sce Lucien Levy-Bruhl, Primstive Mentraliry, Lilian A. Clare,

York: Macmillan, 1923).
Bellah, in Beyond Belief (New York: Harper and Row, 1970), paints i
al picture tracing religion from primitive to archaic to historical to
modern but makes it clear he is talking about development from simple to complex
institutions, not from bad to Eﬂ'“’d; )

10. Max Miiller, “The Savage,” The Nineteenth Cenrury 17 (1885): 109-32.

11. David MNoss and John Noss, A History of the Warld s Religions (New York:
Macmillan, 1990}, 379.

12. For a fuller expansion of these themes from a Christian poine of view, sec
Terry C. Muck, Those Other Religions in Your Neighborhood (Grand Rapids, MI:

Zondervan, 1992).
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9. Robert
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Chapter 4: Determining the Religious Event

1. Edmund Perry, “What We Study When We Study Religion Instead of the
Religions,” a paper presented at the [nternational Association of the History of
Religions, Helsinki, 1973. “When we study ‘religion’ we do not study a phantom.
We study the eternal world as disclosed in varying modes and content in the several
particular religions.”

2. This method, when considered the prime method for studying religion, is
usually called the history of religions method. See C. ]. Blecker, “Comparing the
Religio-Historical and Theological Method,” Numen 18 (1971): 9-29. Schalars
who have developed and championed this approach include Ugo Bianchi, The History
of Religions (Leiden: Brill, 1975); Mircea Eliade and Joscph Kitagawa. cds., The
History of Religions: Essays in Methodolgy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1959): Lauri Honko, ed., Science of Religion: Studies in Methodelgy (The Haguc:
| Mounton, 1979);Joseph Kitagawa, The History of Religions (Adanta: Scholars, 1987);
| Arnold Toynbee, An Historians Approach ro Religion {Oxford: Oxford University

Pm.s"" 1979); and Jan De Vrics, Perspectives in the History of Religions (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1977).

3. The relationship berween the Buddha's social ethic and the development of
the sangha, the community of monks, is an interesting one that needs further
scholarly attention. Sce Sukumar Dutt, Buddbiss Manks and Monasteries of India
g;;"?_‘;‘; Gmrgc Allen and Unwin, 1962); G. 5. P Misra, The Age of Vinaya (New
P -!‘ unshtlram Ih-hnnharlal. 1972); and Charles Prebish, ed., Buddhise Monastic

ﬂ‘za tne (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1975).
EFL#;"S:-:: Nuur Fu‘!uh:m mad, “The Doctrine of Jihad: An Introduction,” Journal
5 ond Religion 3 (1988): 381-97. _
the s Siroups chat don like the idea of development within their tradition often lic roward
¢ hevlogically conscrvarive end of d them, the unitive truth of the revelation
tends o overg tve en rn:s[nmum.ﬁ:rr M, < 1 unitIve tru
6. E nacd oy the idea of excessive d._q,r;:]ﬂpmm[ within the [radtnun: ooy
- For example, Wilfred Cantwell Smith, The Meaning and End of Religion
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(New York: Macmillan, 1963).

7. Adherents would say this gives them more than identity: it gives them
authoriry.

8. There are three main cnc}fdﬂpl‘_'d_i.ﬂ that would }"iﬂld the kind of articles we
are talking abour in this chaprer. James Hastings, ed., Encyelopedia of Religion and
Ethies (New York: Scribners, 1927); Samuel M. Jackson, ed., The New Schaff-Herzog
Encyclopedia of Religions Knowledge (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1960-1966); and Mircea
Eliade, ed., The Encyclopedia of Religion (New York: Macmillan, 1987).

9. Sec Wamson E. hfills, ed., Directory of Deparrments and Programs of Religiows
Studies in North America, Council of Sociesies for the Seudy of Religion (Macon, GA:
Mercer University Press, 1987). a listing of programs and scholars and their specialities.

10. S. G. E Brandon, Time and Mankind (London: Hutchinson, 1951).
Consider also indigenous religions, which rend to be very present oriented, lacking
the emphasis on future states that characterizes world religions. You might say that
their view of time tends to be vertical racher than horizontal.

11. Two scholars who focused on this aspect carly in the history of religious
studies were Franz Boas and Wilhelm Schmidrt, who were part of the German
cultural circle school of religious studies. They combined the scarch for religious
origins with a theory regarding how religions spread from culture to culeure.
Although many of the conclusions of the cultral circle school are no longer given
credence, these scholars did focus on questions that today, in different form, are
central to religious studies. Sce Robert H. Lowrie, The History of Ethnological Theory
(New York: Holt, Rinchart and Winston, 1937).

12. For this reason, the role of the Buddhist monk or bhikkhu is quite different
from that of the Hindu priest. Sce Walpola Rahula, The Herirage of the Bhikkhu
(New York: Grove, 1974), for a discussion of this socially aware role.

13 Sec Marilyn Ferguson, The Aguarian Conspiracy: Persenal and Social
Transformarion in the 19805 (New York: St. Martin’s, 1980).

14. John Hick, An Interpretation of Religion (New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press, 1989), 2.

15. See J. N. D. Anderson, Christianity and World Religions (Downers Grove,
IL: InterVarsity, 1984), and Kenncth Howkins, The Challenge of Religious Studies
(Downers Grove, 1L: InterVarsity, 1972), for responsible reactions to the cultural

and historical reductionism thar occasionally occurs among religious studies scholars.

16. See, for example, Masaharu Anesaki, History of Japanese Religion (Rudand,
VT: C. E. Tutde, 1963); Joseph Kitagawa, Religion in Japanese History (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1966); and Sokyo Ono, Shinte: The Kami Way (Tokyo:
Bridgeway, 1962).

17. See Ake Hulkrantz, “The Phenomenology of Religion: Aims and Methods,”
Temenos 6 (1970): 68-88. Joachim Wach, in Secielogy of Religion (Chicago: Universityof
Chicago Press, 1944), defined phenomenclogy of religion this way: “The systemaric,
not historical, study of phenomena like prayer, priesthood, e1c.,” 1 n. 3.

18. Blecker (*Comparing the Religio-Historical and Theological Method™) does
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gl job of comparing the history of religions method with theolagy,
5 very he PF celigion, psychology of religion, and phenomenology of religion. He
iology @ IE: of paragraphs on the comparative method of study.
a‘i.:.c:uflzr cxample, Andrew Jedrczak, Michael Toomey, and Geoffrey
19. 5-5:;1_}“: TM-Sidhi Programme, Age, and Brief Tests of Perceprual-Motor
Elﬂmﬂ“-:i Nonverbal Intelligence,” Journal of Clinical Piychology 42, 1 January
Spe anm: 64; David Orme-Johnson, Charles Alexander, John Davies, Howard
1986): 1 W'ajl‘aﬂﬂ Larimore, “International Peace Project in the Middle Ease: The
Chandl::rg_ ‘he Maharishi Technology of the Unified Field,” Journal of Conflicr
Eff:v:tsrﬂ' +2. 4 (Dccember 1988): 776-812; Paul Gelderloos, Phil Goddard, Heary
,Qrmfuﬁﬂ:l lRi‘r a Jacoby, “Cognitive Oricntation toward Pesitive Values in Advanced
;l::i:;*:; ots of the TM and TM-Sidhi Program,” Perceptual and Mosor Skills 64

(1987): 1003-12. ‘

T . . W

Chapter 5: Talking to People about Religion

|. There arc numerous books and articles on how to conduct ficld research,
P;ru'cula.r'l}f interviews. Here are some places to starr: David Bakan, On Method:
Toward a Reconstruction of Psychological Investigarion (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass,
1967); Norman Bradburn and Seymour Sudman, fmproving Interview Method and
Questionnaire Design (San Francisco: |ossey-Bass, 1979); Michael Brenner, Jennifer
Brown, and David Canter, cds., The Research Interview: Uses and Approaches (London:
Academic Press, 1985); Elliot Mishler, Research Interviewing: Context and Narrative
{Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1986); and Survey Rescarch Center,
Interviewers Mannal, rev. ed. (Ann Arbor, M1: University of Michigan Institute for
Social Research, 19706).

2. One way to address some of the limitations of purc obscrvartion is to become
a participant obscrver, thart is, to take part in the event you are observing. Thus,
you not only have your observations to rely on, burt also your personal experience
of the event. Of course, the participanr observer profile adds complicating factors
to the data collection process. You arc not a neutral observer in the first place, and
by becoming involved you run the risk of bias in several different ways. See George
McCall and J. L. Simmons, eds; Jiswees in Participane Observation (Reading, MA:
Addison-Wesley, 1969).

3. Sec Howard Schuman and Stanley Presser, Questions and Answers in Arirude
Surveys: Experiments on Question Form, Wording, and Content {New York: Academic
Press, 1981). On Starbuck, see Eric Sharpe, Comparative Religion: A History (LaSalle,
IL: Open Court, 1986), 106-8. Sharpe says Starbuck can “justifiably be counted
among the pioneers of the psychology of religion, if only because he appears to

ave made che firse successful use of the quﬁ[iﬂﬂ.ﬂﬂjl’t method of rescarch.” Sharpe
ﬂ'lfrn quotes Starbuck on why he developed this method: “The central guiding
Principle was that the study must deal primarily with the first-hand religious
Sxperience of individuals not so much with their theorics about religion as with
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their actual experiences. . . .One must carch ar first-hand the feeling ﬁrfpiﬂmﬂit}ﬂ'
E. D. Starbuck, 'F..I.‘Iigiun'l Use of Me.” in V.T. A. Ferm, ed., erl:g'fﬂn 1w Transition
(New York: Philosophical Library, 1937), 219. : .

4. James C. Livingston, Anaromy of the Sacred: An Introduction ro Religion (Mew
York: Macmillan, 1989), 33-34. Sce G. W. Allport and B. M. Kramer, “Some Roots
of Prejudice,” fournal of Prych 22 (1946): 9-39.

5.]5:1: nnt{s on ha.n{i.[::; ::;bfumc bias, in “Survey Research,” Earl R. Babbie,
The Practice of Social Research, 2d ed. (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1979).

6. Terry C. Muck, “The Bhikkhu of the Pali Vinaya-Pitaka with an lllustrative
Comparison with the Monk of 5t. Basil's Ascerica,” Ph.D. diss., Northwestern
University, 1977.

7. John F. Wilson and W. Royce Clark, Religion: A Preface, 2d ed. (Englewood
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1989), 12.

8. It is interesting to see this growing awareness developing when viewed in the
overall history of scientific method. Sce, for example, John Losce. A Historical
Introduction to the Philosophy of Science (New York: Oxford Universiry Press, 1972).

9. One of the best discussions of the difficulties and potential in studying the
religious life is Frederick ]. Streng, Understanding Religious Life (Encino, CA:
Dickenson, 1976), particularly the first chaprer.

10. See Terry C. Muck, “The Role of Autobiography in the Comparison of
Salvadion and Nirvana.” Buddbise-Christian Srudies 12 (1992): 183-89.

Chapter 6: Dissecting the Religious Elements of a Culture

1. For discussions of the limited spread of Hinduism see K. M. Sen, Hindudism
(New York: Penguin, 1961); Troy Wilson Organ, Hinduism: Its Histerical
Development (Woodbury, NY: Barron’s Educational Series, 1974); and R. C. Zachner,
Hinduism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1966).

2. Sec Kenneth K § Ch'en, Buddhism (Woodbury, NY: Barron's The Light of Asia
Educarional Series, 1968); Edward Conze, Buddhism: Its Essence and Development (New
York: Harper, 1959): and Peter A. Pardue, Buddhism (New York: Macmillan, 1971).

3. In modern tmes Hinduism has made cfforts ar missionary work. Starting
with the presentations ac the World Parliament of Religions ac the 1893 Chicago
Waorld's Fair, Vivckananda began to reach Hinduism in the United States with
modest success. The fourteen Vedanta Societies in major United States cities are
the lasting fruits of his labor. Hinduism has begun to spread partly because of
attempts to make it more culturally adaptable. The resules of these efforts have
been “cxport™ Hinduism of various sorts, some close to traditional Indian Hinduism,
some not. They include Transcendental Meditation, The International Socicry for
Krishna Consciousness (Hare Krishna), and numerous gurus who have come to
America with a made-for-the-West Hindu message.

4. There is no more burning issue in religious studies (and Christian theology)
than the relationship of religion to Culture, Historically in the study of religions
this was also a question of first-rank imporrance. The earliest scholars of religion
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ended ©© be anthropologists who studied end
culrures: Sec particu]ariy Michacl Banton, :.;c c:]m;ﬂ and religion’s role in th
Seudy of Religion (London: Tavistock, 1968): W"ﬂ! nthropological Approaches o :;:
,-_,,Cpmpam.ri:-f R:fl'g:'ﬂn;ﬂ n Anthropolo i iam Lessa and Evon Vogt, Ae 5
7oy: Claude L ' g gical Approach (New Y s Reader
1979): Clauge evi-Strauss, The Savage Mind (Chi ork: Harper and Row
1966); Bronislaw Malinowski, Magic, Sei icago: University of Chi ,
NY: Doubleday. 1948); and Paul Radin, Pn'm;;i wﬂ;";f _‘MJ Religion (Garden Ci
Meodern sfhlilﬂarﬁ of religion and culrure e tl" igion (New York: Daver, l.r_a;;?;
i anthropologists did. But uch of their work i g the same questions that these
5, This is meant to be a happy analogy. MT ::!':] USFFU.L
does too. But 1 rrust the point is helpful. ogies have limits, and this one
G’j_ Sc: my two books on the subject of religious plurali ;
. ;:_ J;:-;;nmm Turf (Wheaton, 1L: Victor, 1990) P ";ﬁl“m in America, Alien
our Neighborhood (Grand Rapids, MIL: Zo d and Those Orher Religions i
=. Sec Robert Bellah, Beyond Erii{_f-r{ﬁ ndervan, 1992). n
) 8. Two books by Jack Weatherford di;:;,s Y:';k;_Ha:pcr and Row, 1970).
$glnns on American culture: Indian Givers: ; influences of Nartive American
Emw;?mtdrb{%fﬁ (New York: Crown I‘JEE.} d rbr-fﬂdmm of the Americas
””; ":;l::]nr:; (New York: Crown, 15';‘5?1] ,and Native Roors: How the Indians
. Several things can happe
One may supplant the othcrp'lehn whi PR e another in a cul
(syncredism). Al . They may combine. The : i
- } | of these processes have be h e may be murual influence
u]‘u_ars. Sometimes religions atrem en thoroughly studied by religious srudies
igion i R R pt to place chemselves above the fray of th
sociology of religion t ugh somec form of scparation. Consider S
Durkhei exts 1O get a sensc far where thi a sampling of
cim, The Elementary Fo : cre this cype of study lcads: Emil
Clande Levi-Serauss, The S::mml,:;f the Religious Life (New York: Macmillan 191 ;;:
Rolend Robertson, od.. S _Er ind (Chicago: Universiry of Chicago Prcss. lgﬁﬁlj
Sehuiasder: kit ., Sociology of Religion (Balumorc: : ik
York: . Religion, Cultwure and Soci gion (Balumore: Penguin, 1969); Lous
ork: John Wiley, 1964). Th ciety: A Reader in the Sociology of Religion (New
Cbiure: dindd A . Th. P. van Baarcn and H. J. W. D1y o
of Religion (Ch ethodology (The Hague: Mouto 1973); e
n i = 5 n. i ' ]
of Religion [Bﬂlmgﬂ: University of Chicago Press, 1944 2 b Wah dee 0
i a;'m": i ke , J; Max Weber, The Saciology
. dever )
Rl : gﬂﬂd books ha z
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Srphes Bochines, od., Culneat | ity (New York: Free Press, 19655
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make-up in Section 5, “Engaging in Religious Practices.” Others have since updated

their study even further. _ ;
11. Mercer Town Meering. Mercer, Wisconsin, July 25. 1991.

Chapter 7: Comparing and Contrasting Religious Traditions

1. A religion of India traced back to a sixth century B.C.E. teacher, Vardhamana,
also known as Mahavira (Grear Hero).

2. Sce Eric Sharpe, Comparative Religion: A History (LaSalle, IL: Open Courr,
1986).

3 William Paden in Religrons Worlds The Camparative Study ﬂfﬁfﬁg‘"’” {Boston:
Beacon, ]'_-jﬂﬂ} discusses thﬂruughi}' thus hi.:-mr}'. as doecs Sharpe )] Cfmpﬂmnw
Religion. The initial scholars of this approach included F Max Muller. E. B. Tylor,
and B, B Marere. See also Lows Hl:l'll':p‘ _lr:llrd:l.t!. f:ﬂmpdi"ﬂﬂ:l!-\" Rﬂrf:fﬂﬂ' fts Cremesis
and Grouh (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1905), and A. C. Bouquet, Comparative
Religion, 7th ed. (Baltimorce: Penguin, 1967).

4. Gerardus van der Lecuw, Rfﬁ;gm‘ﬂ in Essence and Mﬂﬂlﬁﬂﬂﬁdﬂ {New York:
Harpet and Row, 1963), and Mircca Eliade, Pacrerns in Comparative Religion (New
York: World, 1963). Scc also Sir James George Frazier, the Golden Bough (New
York: Macmillan, 1922).

5. An excellent comparative study on prayer was done by Friedrich Heiler,
Prayer: A Study in the History and Prychology of Religion, Samuel McComb. trans,
(London: Oxford University Press, 1932).

6. Robert Bellah, Bevond Belief (New York: Harper and Row, 1970,) 20-48.

7. Sce Paden, Religious Worlds, 23, quoting from Alexander Ross, Pansebeia or a
View of Al the Religions of the World, Gth ed. (London: Gillyflower and Freeman,
1696), 381.

8. James Freeman Clarke, Ten Grear Religiors (Boston: Houghron, Mifflin,
1893).

9. Laurctte Scjourne, Burming Water: Though: and Religion in Ancient Mexico

(Berkeley, CA: Shambhala, 1976).

10. F Max Miiller. farrodserion to the Science of Religion (London: Longmans,
Green, 1873), 16,

11. For an excellent summary of the many different ways comparison is denc
in religious studies today, see Frank Whaling, ed., Contemporary Approach io the
Study of Religion (Berlin: Mouton, 1983), 1:165-295.

12. The comparison I'm citing here is one done successfully by one of my
students, Karen Greif, ar Austin Presbyrerian Theological Seminary in 1990,

13. See, for example, T. W. Rhys Davids, Buddhist India (Frecport, NY: Books
for Libraries, 1972, repro of 1903 ed.).

14. Perhaps the firse religious historian to give this element its due was
Johann Gonfried Herder (1744-1803). Sec Robert T. Clark’s study of Herder,
Herder: His Life and Thought (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1955).

15. (Mew York: Macmillan, 1930).
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&. Sec Roger Keller, Reformed Christians and Mormon Christians (Pryor
16.
ngill. 1986):

cer 8: The Questions of Truth, Value, and Effectiveness

Pette

Chap
| For diverse ﬂamplcslnf' philosophical ap-;‘-ma‘ch-:s to 'Ir]u: qur:tinrj .nf truth,

cholars like Robert Baird, Caregory Formanon .”I the Hisrory gfﬁfﬁﬂﬂm (The
oA " Mouten, 1971); 5. G. F. Brandon, Time and Mankind (London:
Haﬁd“:‘.' ;ﬂn 1951): Samuel Coleridge, Confessions of an Inquiring Spirit (Menston,
!-‘l'ﬂ‘!I Tl- Séolar- 1971); David Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion
Eop :i.nun-' Thomas Nelson, 1947); Leszek Kolakowski, Religion, If There Is No God
{;ﬂ; an.k'- Oxford University Press, 1982); Gorthold Lessing, beﬂfﬂgf:ﬂfwriﬁnp
:‘:Sﬂn&,,d; Stanford Uni:nrc:rsi"cy Press, 1956); Hajime Nakamura, Parallel
Developments: A Comparasive History of L-ilmf (Tokyo: Kudmsl?ar 1975): Schubert
Ogden, "Problems in the Case for a Pluralistic Thmlngy F:chl1g1nn5.' The Journal
of Religion 68 (October 1988): 493-507; Paul Ricoeur, FHistory and Truth (Evanston,
iL: Northwestern University Press, 1965); and Donald Wicbe, Religion and Truth
(The Hague: Mouton, 1981).

2 Consider writings by Peter Berger, The Sacred Canopy (Garden Ciry, NY:
Doubleday, 1967); Roland Robertson, ed., Seciology of Religion (Baltimore: Penguin,
1969); Herbert Spencer, Principles of Seciology (London: Macmillan, 1969); Max
Weber, The Sociology of Religion (Boston: Beacon, 1963); B. R. Wilson, Religion in
Secular Society (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1969); and ]. M. Yinger, The Scienzific
Study of Religion (New York: Macmillan, 1970).

3. In addition to Freud, other psychologists of religion to consider include
Gordon Allport, The Individual and His Religion (New York: Macmillan, 1961);
W. H. Clark, The Psychology of Religion (New York: Macmillan, 1958); Erich Fromm,
The Dogma of Christ (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1963); Carl Gustav Jung,
Modern Man in Search of a Soul (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1933); J. B. Prar,
The Prychology of Religiows Belief (New York: Macmillan, 1907); and Paul Pruyser,
A Dynamic Psychology of Religion (New York: Harper and Row, 1968).

4. Theologians represent as widc a spectrum in their approaches to the question
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