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Religion 105: Comparative Religions – Class Lecture # 1
Introduction to World Religions
Welcome to Religion 105: Comparative Religion, a new course at Essex County College.  In this course you will be introduced to the world's religions like Confucianism and Daoism, and we will explore the major world religions--Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.

All peoples everywhere have some kind of religion or some way to explain the mysteries of life. The historian Will Durant said concerning religion that "The great majority of mankind feels compelled to ascribe mysterious entities or events to supernatural beings . . . [Religion] arises spontaneously and repeatedly from the needs and hopes of men."
   Similarly, the father of comparative religion, Friedrich Max Muller, said that religion "enables man to apprehend the Infinite under different names."
 

The study and comparison of religions has come a long way since 1856 when Max Muller wrote his Comparative Mythology.  An example of one of the changes that has taken place in the study of religions is the move away from viewing religions through Western eyes.  Previous anthropologists from Europe and the United States tended to relate other religions through Christian ideas, but now that we have become more familiar with other cultures and religions, and more importantly, now that scholars from within these religions are writing about their religion from their own perspective, we are now better able to understand them from a less biased position.

Religion is a fascinating topic of inquiry, and in our class we will see the beautiful variety and the profound similarities of our world's religions, and we will explore possible explanations for these differences and similarities. In our class discussion we will have opportunity to hear lectures and take part in lively yet respectful discussion. We will share our own personal journeys into religion and learn about some of the contemporary issues being discussed by today's religious leaders. We will think about and attempt to answer the question about the meaning of faith, mysticism, and spirituality.

Religion Defined 
Before we go anywhere in our study of religion we need to know what we mean by the word religion?  How should religion be defined, explained, and categorized?  

The 18th century theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher defined religion as “God-consciousness”—the feeling, dependence, and awareness of God.  Although Schleiermacher had other similar ways to explain religion such as a feeling of absolute dependence, his term God-consciousness is a very useful explanation.

Some religions, however, do not have a god.  Philosophical Buddhism (in distinction to popular Buddhism) is atheistic.  In place of God-consciousness, Buddhists have self-consciousnesses.  Similar to the Hindu belief that Brahman (the Absolute) and atman (the individual soul) are one and the same, so Buddhists have replaced belief in a god with belief in a universal, impersonal soul.  On the other hand, the vast majority of Buddhists and Hindus practice a much simpler religion.  Most Buddhists and Hindus believe that the gods are real.  Since most religions do have a god or gods, we can use the idea of God-consciousness as a good definition of religion.
What is the difference between religion and magic? 
Ancient societies had men and women who practiced magic, witchcraft, and sorcery.  These practices varied widely from those who studied sciences like astrology and alchemy to those who, like oracles, shaman, and necromancers, sought to communicate with the dead and with various gods and spirits.  In Europe around the sixteenth century, it became more popular for some of these magicians and sorcerers to use magic potions, rituals, and incantations to achieve a desired effect.  From that time on religion, especially Christianity, and magic became more differentiated.  Many Christians began to look at magic as being manipulative and religion as being based not on performance of rituals and incantations but on faith.  
A simplistic view of magic is that magic deals with the belief that certain spells, actions, rituals, chants, incantations can produce an effect.  Many religious people believe that if they carry out a certain ritual or say things in a specific way, god or the gods will see and hear them and will answer their prayer.  This kind of religion is very similar to magic because those who believe this way are trying to manipulate god through rituals and prayers. 

Many other thoughtful religious people reject this superstitious kind of cause-effect belief.  These thinking men and women of faith see god not as a cosmic vending machine but as the center of the universe who exists for his own eternal purpose.  In the minds of these thinking believers, religion is about conforming their life to the mind and will of the Absolute.

Religious Myth-busters
Many people have preconceived and sometimes misconceived ideas about religion.  In our class we will have discussion to try to clear up some of these religious myths.

Myth #1  Newer and more modern religious ideas are an improvement upon older ideas.  


Modern man tends to think that he is smarter than previous generations of people.  But if we examine ancient cultures, we find that some of these cultures like the ancient Babylonians, Egyptians, and Mayans, were highly developed.  Some of the people in these cultures were highly educated, extremely intelligent, and sophisticated.   One area where this modern-centricity is obvious is in the unsubstantiated claims of widespread illiteracy among ancient people.  In the past scholars tended to view the vast majority of people as being illiterate.  Most scholars believed that in ancient cultures the ability to read and write was a practice of priests and government officials.  As a result of this view, many estimates about the literacy rates of ancient cultures were grossly underestimated.  Today, however, more scholars are recognizing that many more people were able to read than has been traditionally believed.
  
We must be careful not to underestimate these earlier cultures.  We need to learn to appreciate their contributions in the fields of ethics, philosophy, and religion.  We need to appreciate ancient learning because our wisdom is built on the wisdom of the ancients and this wisdom has very practical implications for modern life.  In our rush towards progress we should never forget these older, time-tested beliefs.  
Myth #2  Another misconception about religion is that all religions are simply different paths to the same God.
Only those who have not been initiated and/or indoctrinated in a particular religion believe that all religions are simply different paths to the same God.  Most religions are exclusive not inclusive.  Each of the major religions teaches that only those within its faith or belief system have the truth.  Those in each of these religions believe that only their religion is the one true religion, and they believe that all other religions are false and are to be rejected.  
Every religion has its own unique concept of the Absolute.  Some of these concepts about god and reality are vastly different from one another, and because these ideas are so different, they are incompatible one with another.  
Myth #3  A third misconception about religion is that religious ideas began as primitive animistic and polytheistic beliefs and then progressed to more advanced and sophisticated monotheistic beliefs.  Some cultural anthropologists call this theory the “evolution of religion”.

Many Jews, Christians, and Moslems, however, do not believe that monotheism evolved from polytheism.   Those who hold to the fundamental beliefs of these monotheistic religions believe that God revealed himself to the first people Adam and Eve.  The first people, therefore, were not animists or polytheists they were monotheists believing in only one God.  Jews, Christians, and Moslems believe that people stopped worshipping the one true God because they forgot about the one true God or simply rejected him and began to worship false gods.  According to these belief systems, monotheism devolved or deteriorated into animism and polytheism.  
Criteria for determining the veracity of a religion

As we think about the task of comparing religions we need to establish some criteria for determining the veracity and truthfulness of a religion.
English mathematician and philosopher William K. Clifford (1845 – 1879) wrote an essay entitled “The Ethics of Belief” in which he said that “It is wrong always, everywhere, and for any one, to believe anything upon insufficient evidence.”
  

I believe that Clifford was correct.  We should not believe something unless we have evidence, but what kind of evidence do we need to help us prove the veracity or truthfulness of a particular religion or philosophy?  
Before we explore evidence for the veracity or truthfulness of a religion we need to establish a boundary for what is true.  Truth is that which corresponds to reality.  Reality is not dependent upon our subjective experience of it.  Reality exists absolutely.  Our experience of reality depends upon our own perceptions; therefore, reality may appear to be relative to our perceptions.  But our subjective perceptions and experiences should not be confused with the absolute existence of reality.  There are varieties of perception and experience but only one reality.  Here is a poem by John Godfrey Saxe that explains the Hindu concept of reality:
It was six men of Indostan to learning much inclined,
Who went to see the Elephant (though all of them were blind),
That each by observation might satisfy his mind.

The First approached the Elephant, and happening to fall
Against his broad and sturdy side, at once began to bawl:
"God bless me! but the Elephant is very like a wall!"

The Second, feeling of the tusk cried, "Ho! what have we here,
So very round and smooth and sharp?  To me 'tis mighty clear
This wonder of an Elephant is very like a spear!"

The Third approached the animal, and happening to take
The squirming trunk within his hands, Thus boldly up he spake:
"I see," quoth he, "the Elephant is very like a snake!"

The Fourth reached out an eager hand, and felt about the knee:
"What most this wondrous beast is like is mighty plain," quoth he;
"'Tis clear enough the Elephant is very like a tree!"

The Fifth, who chanced to touch the ear, said: "E'en the blindest man

Can tell what this resembles most; deny the fact who can,

This marvel of an Elephant is very like a fan!"

The Sixth no sooner had begun about the beast to grope,
Than, seizing on the swinging tail that fell within his scope.
"I see," quoth he, "the Elephant is very like a rope!"

And so these men of Indostan disputed loud and long,
Each in his own opinion exceeding stiff and strong,
Though each was partly in the right, and all were in the wrong!

Moral: So oft in theologic wars, the disputants, I ween,

Rail on in utter ignorance of what each other mean,
And prate about an Elephant not one of them has seen.

Hindus believe that this parable shows that reality is relative to our perception, but actually the parable shows just the opposite.  The elephant never changed; it remains the same.  The only thing that changed was the various experiences of that one true reality.  Our varied experiences and perceptions do not change the fact of reality.  So when we talk about truth remember that truth is that which corresponds to reality.

Six tests for the truthfulness of a religion 
We will next think about six tests for the truthfulness of a religion: the test for coherence, the test for correspondence, the test for comprehensiveness, the test for existential and moral relevance, the test for verified miracles, and the test for the existence of reliable historical evidence.
Test #1 -- the test for coherence.  The coherence theory of truth is generally held by Rationalists.  One philosopher who believed in the coherence test was F.H. Bradley.  Bradley was an Absolute Idealist who believed that “truth consists in the coherence of a system of ideas and judgments”.
  In the realm of religion, a religion should not contradict itself.  Its ideas and beliefs should be consistent with each other.  Truth lies not in objective perception of the natural world but in the consistency of an idea with itself and consistency with other ideas.  
Test #2 the test for correspondence.   The correspondence theory of truth is generally held by Empiricists.  Thomas Aquinas was one of the early advocates of the correspondence theory of truth.  Aquinas wrote that truth is the correspondence between a particular object and the idea or perception of that object.  He wrote: “A judgment is said to be true when it conforms to the external reality”
  Reality is the logical and empirical facts about which most reasonable people would agree.  

Taking both the coherence theory of the rationalists and the correspondence theory of the empiricists we have two strong criteria to test the ideas and beliefs of a religion.  Reason tells us that two plus two equals four.  No amount of believing otherwise will ever make two plus two equal five.  Our experience tells us that ice is cold and fire is hot.  No amount of believing otherwise will ever prevent a person from getting burned if he puts his hand in a fire.  Our beliefs, including our religious beliefs, must be consistent with other ideas and they must conform to what is true about everyday life.  Truth must be consistent and conform to reality; therefore, religious beliefs must be consistent and conform to reality.

Test #3 the test for comprehensiveness.  A religion should be able to reasonably answer the big questions of life, such as:  Where did man come from?  What is the purpose of life?  Why do bad things happen to good people?  A believable religion should be comprehensive enough to adequately answer most questions commonly asked by religious people.
  
Test #4 the test for existential and moral relevance.  A valid religion should provide meaning, purpose, and value to our lives.  It should give a sufficient basis for morality.  A valid religion should be pragmatic.  It should help make sense of life.  The teaching of a religion should have practical application to daily life.
  Author Steven Garber says that religion gives meaning to our life. “If God is gone from the universe,” Garber says, “if we are really on our own, then we no longer have access to words like accountability and responsibility . . . purpose and meaning.”

Test #5 the test for verified miracles.  Almost all religions include some sort of supernatural events often called “miracles”.  These miracles are actions or events that have no natural explanation.  If a miracle has been seen by eye witnesses and these eye witnesses can be substantiated as reasonable people who seem to be telling the truth, then we have a reason to consider their testimony as believable and reliable and this evidence gives us a reason to believe in the authenticity of the miracle.

Another type of supernatural event is fulfilled prophecy.  Prophecy is God’s message to mankind and is recognized by most religions as an indication that God has spoken.  Some of these messages are predictions of what will take place in the future.  If one of these predictions comes true and is more than a simple coincidence, then that religion has proof that it is true.  
Test #6 the test for historical reliability.  A true religion should be verifiable through historical and archeological evidence.  One caveat must be included when talking about historical and archeological evidence.  Evidence for some historical events may yet be buried or even lost forever.  Those events may never be able to be proven.  On the other hand, archeologists continue to discover new evidence for ancient cultures.  If, however, a vast civilization is supposed to exist—like those reported in the Book of Mormon—but no historical or archeological record can be found, then those reports become suspect.
Secular world view vs religious world view
Most religions have the world view that God is the center or fundamental principle behind life.  A humanistic world view, on the other hand, is the view that man is the center or focus of life.  
The humanistic world view is very ancient going back thousands of years.  We know that as early as 400 B.C. the Greek philosopher Protagoras said: “Man is the measure of all things.”
  Protagoras is saying that we, not God, are the ultimate source of truth and value.  In other words, we human beings, not God, determine what is right and wrong.  A humanistic world view sees only one world – a material world.  A humanistic world view is closed and often antagonistic towards faith and religion.

A religious world view, on the other hand, sees two worlds – a material world and a spiritual world.  A religious world view is open to spiritual influences.  “The traditionally religious person . . . sees two kinds of reality.”
  In other words, the universe is an open system not a closed system.  Supernatural and spiritual forces interact with the material universe, and people of faith attempt to interact with the spiritual universe through “prayer, mystical experience, and worship.”


If the supernatural world and the natural world interact, how do they interact?

One way that the supernatural world and the natural world interact is through doors and windows.  These doors and windows are prayer, worship, meditation, praise, and other forms of worship.

What are the different kinds of religion?  
Animism is the belief in the existence of spirits, demons, or gods that inhabit animals and other natural phenomena.  Animists believe that even geographic features like a mountain, a tree, a river, or an idol made of wood or stone might be inhabited by a god.

Polytheism is the belief in or worship of many gods, or more than one god.

Pantheism is the belief that god or ultimate reality is not a personal being.  Pantheists believe that god or ultimate reality or the Absolute doe not have a personality but is rather an all encompassing force of which everything else has its existence.  In pantheism god and the universe are one and the same. 

Monotheism is the belief in one personal god.

Three forms of religious expression – All these various kinds of religion have three ways in which they can be expressed: the theoretical that includes doctrines and ideas, the sociological which include the kinds of social groups in and through which the religion is expressed, and the practical which includes the various rituals and activities of the religion.
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