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Zhiyi (Chih-)

Zongmi (Tsung-mi)

Margarita D. Yanson
Department of Comparative Literature, University of
California, Berkeley
Berkeley, California
Alexander Nevskii
Boris and Gleb
Elizabeth of Hungary (Elizabeth of Thuringia)
Olga
Vladimir

Xue Yu
Department of Religious Studies, Grinnell College
Grinnell, lowa

Fotucheng (Fo-t'u-ch’eng)

Jianzhen (Chien-chen; Jap.: Ganjin)

Taixu (Tai Hsii)

Yang Wenhui

Yixing

Zhisheng

Robert W. Zajkowski
Center for Medieval and Early Renaissance Studies,
Binghamton University, State University of New York
Binghamton, New York
Abbo of Fleury
John Cassian
Rolle, Richard



ALPHABETICAL LIST OF ENTRIES

Volume 1

Aaron

‘Abata, Muhammad Hasan
Abbo of Fleury
‘Abdu’l-Baha

Abiodun Akinsowon, Christiana
Abishabis

Abraham

Abraham ibn Ezra

Action in the World

‘Ad Sheykh “Holy Family”
Adalbert of Prague
Adechina (Remigio Herrera)
Adelheid (Adelaide)
Adham, Ibrahim ibn
Adventus

Aelred of Rievaulx
Aesthetics and Holy People
ZAthelwold

Afra of Augsburg

African Religions and Holy People
Aga Khan I

Aga Khan II

Aga Khan III

Aga Khan IV

Agatha

Agnes

Agnes of Montepulciano
Agnivesh

Ahmad al-Ahsa’i, Shaykh
Aiakos and Aias

Aias Son of Oileus

Aidan

Ajatashatru (Ajatasattu)
Akhenaten

Akiba ben Joseph

Akindayomi, Josiah

Akshobhya Buddha

Alacoque, Margaret Mary

Alban

Albertus Magnus (Albert the Great)

Alexander Nevskii

Alexander the Great

Ali, Muhammad

Ali Ber, Sonni

‘Ali ibn Abi Talib

Ali ibn al-Husayn, Zayn

‘Ali Shah

Alinesitoué Diatta

All Saints’ Day

Amandus of Maastricht

Amardas

Amautas

Ambrose

Amerindian Religions and Holy People

’Amili, al-, Shaykh Baha’i

Amitabha (Chin.: Amituo Fo; Jap.:
Amida Butsu)

Ammachi

Amnon of Mainz

An Shigao (An Shih-Kao)

Anan ben David

Ananda

Anastasius the Persian

Anathapindika

Ancestors

Andal

Andrew

Anne

Ansari, Abu Isma‘il Abdallah al-

Ansari, Shaykh Murtada

Anselm of Canterbury

XXxi

Anti-Semitism and Holy People
Antony of Kiev

Antony of Padua

Antony of the Desert
Antony of Uvari

Aoko, Gaudencia

Apollonia

Apollonius of Tyana
Apostles

Apotheosis

Aquila and Prisca (Priscilla)
Arap Koilegen, Kipchomber
Arjan

Arnulf of Metz
Artemidorus

Aryadeva

Asanga

Ascetics as Holy People
Ashoka

Askew, Anne

Asklepios

Asma’u Fodiyo, Nana
Astrology

Athanasius

Atisha (Dipamkara)
Atta-Essou

‘Attar, Farid al-Din
Attributes of Holy People
Augustine of Canterbury
Augustine of Hippo
Augustus

Aurobindo Ghose
Authority of Holy People
Avvakum

Awakening and Conversion
Axayacatl
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‘Aziz-billah, Abu Mansur Nizar al-

Ba’al Shem Tov (Yisrael ben Eliezer; the
Besht)

Bab, The (“The Gate”)

Babalola, Joseph Ayo

Babalt Ayé

Babylas of Nicomedia

Badawi, Ahmad al-

Bahai Faith and Holy People

Baha'uddin Nagshband

Baha'uddin Walad (Sultan Walad)

Baha'v'llah

Bahinabai (Bahenabai, Bahini)

Bahiyyih Khdnum

Bakhita, Josephine

Bamba, Ahmad (Amadou)

Banarsidas

Baqir, Muhammad al-

Baqli, Ruzbihan

Barbara

Barlaam and Josaphat

Basavanna

Basho

Basil the Great

Basri, al-Hasan al-

Bauls

Bede

Beguines

Behem, Hans (Boehm or Boeheim)

Bektash Wali, Haji

Bellarmine, Robert

Benedict of Aniane

Benedict of Nursia

Benedict the African

Benno of Meissen

Bernard of Clairvaux

Bernardino of Siena

Bernward of Hildesheim

Beruria

Bhakti Saints

Bhaktivedanta, A. C., Swami

Bhave, Vinoba

Bhikshu, Acharya

Bihbihani, Muhammad Baqir

Bimbisara

Birech, Ezekiel Kiprop

Birgitta of Sweden (Bridget)

Bishop-Saints

Bistami, Abu Yazid (Bayezid)

Bixia Yuanjun (Pi-hsia yuan-chiin)

Black Elk

Blyden, Edward Wilmot
Bobola, Andrew
Bodhidharma
Bodhisattva
Bonhoeffer, Dietrich
Boniface

Bonnke, Reinhard
Boris and Gleb
Borromeo, Charles
Bosco, John (Giovanni; Don)
Bowman, Thea

Braide, Garrick Sokari
Brébeuf, Jean de
Brendan the Navigator
Brigid of Ireland

Britto, John de

Brown, John

Bruno of Chartreuse
Buddha

Buddhadasa
Buddhaghosa
Buddhapalita
Buddhism and Holy People
Bullhe Shah

Burujirdi, Ayatullah
Buton Rinchendrup

Cabrini, Frances

Caesarius of Arles

Cajetan (Tommaso de Vio)
Calchas

Caleb

Calvin, John (Jean Cauvin)
Canisius, Peter
Canonization

Casimir of Poland

Catarina de San Juan
Catherine of Alexandria
Catherine of Genoa
Catherine of Siena

Catholic Reformation Saints
Cato the Younger

Cecilia

Celebi, Asaf Halet

Celebi, Husam al-Din
Celestine V

Cephalophores

Chad

Chaitanya, Krishna (Caitanya)
Chajang

Chandrakirti

Chapman, Jonathon (Johnny Appleseed)

Charlemagne

Charles I

Chengguan (Ch’eng-kuan)
Child Prodigies
Chilembwe, John
Chimalman
Chinmayananda

Chinul

Chiragh-i Dihli, Nasiruddin
Chishti, Muinuddin
Chisupe, Billy Goodson
Chosen People

Christianity and Holy People
Christina of Markyate
Christopher

Ciardn of Clonmacnoise
Clan Mothers of the Iroquois
Clare of Assisi

Clare of Montefalco

Claver, Peter

Clement

Cleopatra VII

Clotilde

Cohen and Levite
Cokhamela (Cokha)
Coltrane, John

Colum Cille (Columba)
Columbanus

Compassion and Holy People
Cone, James H.

Confucian Culture Heroes
Confucianism and Holy People
Confucius (Kongzi)
Conselheiro, Antonio
Constantine

Contemporary Holy People
Cordoba, Martyrs of

Corn Maidens/Mothers
Cosmas and Damian
Cranmer, Thomas

Crazy Horse

Crowther, Samuel Ajayi
Crummell, Alexander
Cuniraya Huiracocha
Cuthbert

Cyprian of Carthage

Cyril and Methodius

Cyril of Beloozero (Kirill)

Daniel the Stylite
Daoan (Tao-an)
Daoism and Holy People



Dard, Khawaja Mir

Darerca (Moninne/Monenna)

Dasugqji, Ibraham al-

Day, Dorothy

Dayal, Baba

Death

Deer Dancers

Deganawida

Delany, Martin

Delphine of Provence (Puimichel,
Glandenes, Sabran)

Demetrius

Demetrius of Rostov (Dimitrius)

Demons and Monsters

Denis of Paris (Denys, Dionysius)

Desert Saints

Devadatta

Devotion

Dharmakirti (Tibetan: Chos-kyi-grags-
pa)

Dido (Elissa)

Dignaga (Pali: Dinnaga; Tibetan:
Phyogs-kyi glan-po)

Dikshitar, Muthuswami

Diola Prophets

Dioskouroi

Disciples

Dismas

Dogen

Dolce of Worms

Dominic

Dominic of Silos (Domingo)

Dorado, El

Dov Baer of Mezhirech

Drexel, Katharine (Catherine Marie)

Drokmi (Tibetan: ‘Brog mi Lo tsa ba
Shakya ye shes)

Drom Tonpa

Drukpa Kunley

Duchesne, Rose Philippine

Dunstan

Dushun (Tu-shun)

Dymphna

Ecstatic Cults

Eddy, Mary Baker
Edmund of East Anglia
Edward the Confessor
Edwards, Jonathan
Eight Immortals

Eisai

Eligius (Eloi, Loy)

Elijah (Christianity)

Elijah (Judaism)

Elizabeth of Hungary (Elizabeth of
Thuringia)

Elizabeth of Schénau

Emeric (Imre)

Emmeram of Regensburg

Empedocles

En no Ozunu

Engelbert of Cologne

England and Wales, Forty Martyrs of

Ephrem the Syrian (Ephraim)

Eric IX Jedvardsson of Sweden

Ethnopharmacology

Eugenius of Carthage

Eulalia of Mérida

Eustace

Expeditus

Extremists as Holy People

Ezana (Abreha)

Fabiola

Faith

Fall, Cheikh Ibra

Fard, W. D.

Fariduddin Ganj-i Shakar
Farrakhan, Louis

Fatima bint Muhammad
Fatima Ma’suma

Fatima of Ourika

Faxian (Fa-hsien)

Fazang (Fa-tsang)

Felix of Nola

Ferdinand III of Castile (Fernando)
Fisher, John

Fotucheng (Fo-t'u-ch’eng)
Founders of Religions as Holy People
Four Captives

Fourteen Holy Helpers

Fox, George

Fra Angelico (Guido di Piero)
Frances of Rome

Francis of Assisi

Francis of Sales

Fry, Elizabeth

Fujiwara no Kamatari
Fujiwara Seika

Galgani, Gemma

Gall

Gampopa

Gandhi, Mohandas K.
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Gangamata Goswamini

Gangasati (Gangabai)

Gargi

Garvey, Marcus Moziah

Gautama (Pali: Gotama)

Ge Hong (Ke Hung)

Gebre Mikael

Gender and Holy People

Gendun drubpa (Tibetan: dge-'dun-
grub-pa; Dalai Lama I)

Genevieve

George

Ger Tzedeq

Gerald of Aurillac

Gerard of Csandd

Germanus of Auxerre

Germanus of Paris

Geronimo

Gertrude of Nivelles

Gertrude “the Great” of Helfta

Gervasius and Protasius

Ghazali, Abu Hamid al-

Ghazali, Ahmad al-

Ghazi, Ahmad ibn Ibrahim al-

Gilbert of Sempringham

Giles

Gisudaraz, Muhammad Bandanawaz

Giuliani, Veronica (Ursula)

Gobind Singh

Godeliva

Godric

Gods on Earth

Gopi/The Gopis

Gorakhnath

Goretti, Maria

Graham, Billy

Greek Philosophers

Greek Prophets

Greek Ruler Cult

Gregory, Louis

Gregory I (Gregory the Great)

Gregory VII

Gregory of Nazianzus

Gregory of Nyssa

Gregory of Sinai

Gregory the Thaumaturge

Griffiths, Bede

Guandi (Kuan-ti)

Guidance

Gumtivale Mata

Gurumayi Swami Chidvilasananda

Gurus
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Guthlac

Guthmundr Arason

Guti, Ezekiel “Handinawangu”

Gyeltsap Darma Rinchen (Tibetan:
rgyal tshab dar ma rin chen)

Gyogi Bosatsu

Volume 2

Hafiz, Muhammad Shamsuddin
Hagiography

Haile Selassie

Hakham

Hakim, Abu Ali al-Mansur al-
Hakuin

Halevi, Judah

Hallaj, Husayn b. Mansur al-
Handsome Lake

Hanina ben Dosa

Hannah and Her Seven Sons
Har Rai

Hargobind

Haribhadra

Haridas

Harivansh, Hit

Harris, William Wade

Hasan II

Hasan III

Hasan al-’Askari, al-

Hasan b. Ali

Hasan-i Sabbah

Hasidei Ashkenaz

Hasidism

Hassan, Sayyid Muhammad Abdullah
Hayashi Razan

Helena

Hemacandra

Henry II

Herakles

Hereditary Holiness
Hermetica

Hermits

Herndndez, José Gregorio
Hero Cult, Greek

Heroes

Heroines, Greek

Heroization of Private Individuals
Hilary of Poitiers

Hilda of Whitby

Hildegard of Bingen

Hillel

Hilli, Allamah al-

Hinduism and Holy People

Hippolytus of Rome

Hiravijayasuri

Holy Innocents

Homobonus

Honen

Hong Xiuquan (Hung Hsiu-ch’iian)

Hongren (Hung-jen; Jap.: Gunin or
Konin)

Hoover, Willis Collin

Hopkins, Gerard Manley

Huaca

Huangbo Xiyun (Huang-po Hsi-yun)

Huangdi

Hubert

Hugh of Lincoln

Hugh of Saint Victor
Huineng (Hui-neng)
Huitzilopochtli

Huiyuan (Hui-yuan; Jap.: Eon)
Hujwiri, Ali ibn Uthman al-
Hus, Jan

Husayn b.Ali

Husayn Bushru’i

Tamblichus

Ibn al-Arabi, Muhyi al-Din
Ida of Herzfeld

Idahosa, Benson

Idris (Enoch)

Ignatius of Antioch
Ignatius of Constantinople
Ignatius of Loyola

Ikkyu

Iloibonok

Imams

Imitation of Christ

Incas

Indigetes

Innocent of Alaska
Insanity

Intermediaries

Ippen

Ireland, Twelve Apostles of
Irenaeus

[reri wa Irugi

Isaac

Isaac of Armenia (Surb Sahak)
Ishida Baigan

Ishmael ben Elisha

Isidore of Seville

Isidore the Farmer

Islam and Holy People

Isma‘il (Ishmael)
Ite

Jacob

Jacobis, Giustino de

Jadwiga (Hedwig)

Jafar as-Sadiq

Jagadbandhu Sundar, Prabhu

Jainism and Holy People

Jalal al-Din Hasan III

Jalaram

James, Brother of Jesus

James the Greater

Jamgon Kongtrul

Jan of Leyden (Beukelz, Beukelzoon,
Bockelson)

Jerome

Jesus

Jesus (‘Isa)

Jianzhen (Chien-chen; Jap.: Ganjin)

Jilani, Abdul al-Qadir

Jili, Abd al-Karim al-

Jiva Gosvamin

Jizang (Chi-tsang)

Jizzini, Muhammad al- (Ash-Shahid al-
Awwal)

Jnaneshvara

Joan of Arc

Johane Masowe (John of the
Wilderness)

John XXIII (Angelo Giuseppe Roncalli)

John Baptist de la Salle

John Cassian

John Chrysostom

John Climacus

John Gualbert

John of Damascus

John of Gorze

John of Kronstadt (Ioann)

John of the Cross

John the Almsgiver

John the Baptist

John the Evangelist

Johnson, James

Johnson, Samuel

Jones, Jim

Joseph

Joseph of Arimathea

Joseph of Copertino

Joseph of Volotsk (Volokolamsk)

Joy

Juan Diego



Judah ha-Nasi

Judah Loew ben Bezalel (The Maharal
of Prague)

Judah the Pious

Judaism and Holy People

Judge

Julia of Carthage

Julian of Norwich

Juliana of Liege (or of Mont-Cornillon)

Justin Martyr

Kabbalah

Kabir

Kaibara Ekiken (Ekken)

Kalemba Mulumba (Wante) Matthias

Kamalakanta Bhattacarya

Kamalashila

Kamikaze of World War II

Kanakadasa

Kanji Swami

Karmapa Reincarnation Lineage

Karo, Joseph

Karunamayi, Sri

Kassapa

Kateri Tekakwitha

Kaygusuz Abdal

Kazim, Musa al-

Kazim Rashti, Sayyid

Kentigern

Kevin of Glendalough (Coemgen)

Kharagani, Abu al-Hasan Al al-

Khayyam, Omar

Khedrup Jey (Tibetan: mkhas grub dge
legs dpal bzang)

Khidr

Khomeini, Ruhollah Musavi

Khusrau, Amir

Kidongoi

Kikusha-ni (Tagami Michi, Ichijian)

Kilian of Wiirzburg (Killena, Cilline)

Kimbangu, Simon

King, Martin Luther, Jr.

Kings

Kinjikitile Ngwale

Kitamura Sayo

Kivebulaya, Apolo

Kodojin (Fukuda Toshiyasu, Seisho,
Haritsu)

Kolbe, Maximilian

Krishna

Krishnamurti, Jiddu

Krishnananda Agamavagisa

Ksitigarbha

Kukai

Kumarajiva

Kumazawa Banzan

Kunawi, Sadr al-Din al-

Kuncewicz, Josaphat

Kunga Nyingpo (Tibetan: Sa chen Kun
dga’ snying po)

Kunigunde

Ladislas

Laity

Lal Shahbaz Qalandar, Abu Ali

Lalibela

Lalla

Lamas

Lambert of Liege

Lamedvavniks

Laozi (Lao-tzu)

Lasair

Latif, Shah Abdul

Latimer, Hugh

Laurence O’Toole

Lawgivers as Holy People

Lawrence of Rome

Lazarus

Le Saux, Henry

Leander of Seville

Lee, Ann

Legendary Holy People

Lekganyane, Ignatius (Engenas)

Lekhraj, Dada

Lenshina, Alice (Mulenga Lubusha)

Leo the Great

Leonard

Leonard of Port Maurice

Leopold I1T of Austria

Liguori, Alphonsus

Limamou Laye, Seydina (Libasse
Thiaw)

Linji (Huizhao)

Lioba

Liudger

Llull, Ramon

Longchenpa (Tibetan: Klongchen rab-
’byam-pa)

Longinus

Losang Gyatso (Dalai Lama V)

Louis IX

Louis of Toulouse

Lt Dongbin (Lii Tung-pin)

Lucy (Lucia)
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Luke

Luria, Isaac ben Solomon (Isaac
Ashkenazi)

Luther, Martin

Luwum, Janani Jakaliya

Lyons, Martyrs of

Maccabees

Macedonian Ruler Cult

Machig Labdron (Tibetan: ma-gcig
lab-sgron)

Macuilxochitl

Madhva

Magi

Magnus of Orkney

Mahadeviyakka (Akkamahadevi)

Maharshi, Ramana

Mahasiddhas

Mahavira

Mahdi, Abd Allah (‘Ubayd Allah) al-

Mahdi, Muhammad al-

Mai Chaza

Majlisi, Muhammad Bagir al-

Makandal, Frangois

Malachy

Malcolm X

Malik Sy, Al-Hajj

Malli

Mana

Manco Capac

Mandate of Heaven (Tianming)

Mandela, Nelson Rolihlahla

Mani

Manjushri

Mankiller, Wilma

Mansur, al-

Mara

Marabout

Marcion

Margaret of Antioch (Marina)

Margaret of Cortona

Margaret of Hungary

Margaret of Scotland

Marie d’Oignies

Mark

Marley, Bob

Maroon Nanny

Marpa

Martha

Martial of Limoges

Martin de Porres

Martin of Tours
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Martyrdom and Persecution
Mary, Sister of Martha
Mary, Virgin

Mary Magdalene

Mary of Egypt
Maryam/Mary

Mary/Mama (Mama

Matakatifu/Mtakatifu, Holy Mother

Mary)
Masinde, Elijah
Mason, Charles Harrison
Matilda
Matriarchs, Hebrew
Maubeuge Cycle Saints
Maurice (Mauritius)
Maximus Confessor (Maximus the
Theologian)
Mayer, Rupert
Mazu (Ma-tsu)
Mbatiany
Mbona
McKenna, Terence
Mechtild of Hackeborn
Meditation and Holy People

Mediterranean Religions of Antiquity

and Holy People
Meher Baba
Meiji Tennod
Meinrad
Meir of Rothenburg
Melampus
Melania the Younger
Menas
Mengzi (Mencius)
Menininha de Gantois, Mae
Merici, Angela
Merton, Thomas
Messiahs
Midewiwin Brotherhood
Milarepa
Miller, William
Mipham Rinpoche
Mirabai
Miracles
Miram
Miriam
Mirza Hasan Shirazi
Misri, Dhu'n-nun al-
Mission
Mixcoat]
Mnkabayi ka Jama
Models

Moggallana (Pali: Mahamoggallana;
Skt.: Maudgalyayana)

Monasticism and Holy People

Monica

Montanus

Moon, Sun Myung

Mopsus

Mora, Francisco (Ifd Moroté)

Moraa

Morality and Holy People

More, Thomas

Moremi

Moses

Moses ben Maimon (Maimonides)

Moses ben Nahman

Mubarak, Haji

Mugeni, Barngetuny

Mugo wa Kibiro, Cege

Muhammad

Muhammad, Elijah

Muhammad (Mohammed), Warith
Deen

Muhammad Ahmad

Muhammad b. Isma‘il b. Ja'far

Mu’izz, Abu Tamim Ma’add al-

Mukhtar ibn Ahmad, al-

Mukundadeva

Mummy Bundles

Muso Soseki

Mustansir, Abu Tamim Ma’add al-

Muzorewa, Abel Tendekai

Mysticism and Holy People

Nafisa, Sayyida
Nagarjuna

Nagasaki Martyrs
Nagasena

Nahman of Bratslav (Nachman)
Nakae Toju

Nakayama Miki
Namdev

Nammalvar

Nanak

Naram-Sin

Naropa

Narsi Mehta
Nasafi,Aziz al-Din
Nasruddin, Khwaja
Naths

Nature

Nayanars

Nehanda Nyakasikana

Nemi (Arishtanemi)

Neolin

Neri, Philip

Newman, John Henry

Nezahualcoyotl

Niasse, Ibrahim Kaolack

Nichiren

Nicholas

Nicholas of Fliie

Nicodemus

Nikon

Nilus of Rossano (Nilus the Younger)

Nilus of Sora

Ninian

Nizami, Khwaja Hasan

Nizamuddin Auliya, Khwaja
(Muhammad ibn Ahmed Ali
Bada'uni)

Nogi Maresuke and Shizuko

Nongqawuse

Norbert of Xanten

Ntsikana

Nuri, Abu al-Husayn al-

Nyabingi

Obatala

Odile

Odilo of Cluny

0Odo of Cluny
Oduduwa

Oedipus

Ogtin

Ojin

Olaf of Norway

Olga

Olinga, Enoch
Ollantay

Ondeto, Simeo
Onuphrios

Origen

Orimolade Tunolase, Moses
Orishas

Orpheus and Orphism
Orthodoxy and Saints
Oshio Heihachiro
Osho

Oswald of Worcester
Otto of Bamberg

Oyd

Pachomius
Padmasambhava



Pandurangshastri Athavale-Dada
Pantaleon

Parasceva

Pariacaca

Parshva

Pasenadi

Patanjali

Patrick

Patriotism and Holy People
Paul

Paul of the Cross

Paul the Hermit

Paula

Paulinus of Nola

Peace Pilgrim

Pemalingpa

Perpetua and Felicity

Peter

Peter II of Tarentaise

Peter Damian

Pharaohs of Egypt

Philip of Moscow

Pio of Pietrelcina (Francesco Forgione)
Pir Sultan Abdal

Pirmin

Plato

Plotinus

Plunket, Oliver (Plunkett)
Politics and Holy People
Polycarp

Popé

Pope-Saints

Priests

Proclus

Prophet, Elizabeth Clare
Prophets

Protestantism and Holy People
Ptolemaic Ruler Cult
Purandaradasa

Purity and Pollution
Pythagoras and Neopythagoreanism
Pythia

Volume 3

Qasim, Muhammad b. Abdallah al-
Quddus, Ruh al-

Quetzalcoatl Topiltzin
Quipocamayos

Qushayri, Abu’l-Qasim al-

Rabbenu Tam
Rabi’a al-Adawiyya

Radegund

Radharaman Charan Das Dev

Radwan, Ahmad

Ragot, Mariam

Rahner, Karl

Rahula

Rajcandra, Shrimad (Raychandbhai
Mehta)

Rama (Ram)

Ramadas of Bhadrachalam

Ramakrishna Paramahamsa

Ramanand

Ramanuja

Ramdas

Ramprasad Sen

Ransom-Kehler, Keith

Rashi

Ravidas (Raidas)

Raymund of Penafort

Rebbetzin

Recognition

Red Sticks

Reform and Reaction

Reincarnation

Remigius of Rheims (Rémi)

Rennyo

Repentance and Holy People

Ridley, Nicholas

Rif2’i, Ahmad ibn Ali al-

Rishabha

Rishis

Ritual

Robert of Arbrissel

Roch

Rolle, Richard

Romanos the Melodist

Romanovs

Romero, Oscar

Romuald of Ravenna

Root, Martha Louise

Rose of Lima

Rahiyyih Khdnum

Rulers as Holy People

Rumi, Mevlana Jalaluddin

Rupa Goswami

Rupert of Salzburg (Rupbrecht)

Ryonin

Sabas the Goth
Sadashiva Brahmendra
Sadhus

Sages
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Saicho

Sakawa

Sakya Pandita

Salif Taal, Cerno Bokar

Salman al-Farisi

Samantabhadra (Chin.: Bu-xian, P’u-
hsien pusa; Jap.: Fu-gen)

Samson of Dol

Samthann

Samuel of Waldebba

San Trance Dancers

Sana’i, Abu al-Majd Majdud

Sanapia

Sanatana Goswami

Santaraksita

Santerfa

Sarada Devi

Sari al-Saqati, Abu al-Hasan
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FOREWORD

This encyclopedia gathers in a single reference work scat-
tered information about founders, leaders, heroes, shamans,
holy people, and many other figures venerated or honored in
indigenous traditions and imported religions throughout
the world. People with access to the supernatural in African
and Native American religious practices are cross-refer-
enced with articles about their counterparts in Buddhism,
Judaism, Confucianism, Shinto, Islam, Baha'i, Jainism, Hin-
duism, the Sikh faith, and Christianity.

In English, individuals intimate with the divine are called
holy. The word is distinguished from sacred, and the distinc-
tion is an important one. Originally a past participle of a
now-archaic verb, sacren, meaning to consecrate, sacred may
be used to describe human veneration; whereas holy often
refers to an object or a person hallowed by God. A pious
Christian refers to the “sacred books of the East,” and calls
the Bible holy.

Holiness is often linked to death. A Christian martyr who
conquers death reenacts Christ’s paradoxical victory on the
cross in anticipation of a bodily resurrection: “O, death,
where is thy sting? O, grave, where is thy victory?” (1
Cor.15:56). Neither the historical Buddha nor Muhammad
was a martyr. But the Buddha, like Christ, overcame death.
This was not the case for Muhammad; and relic cults had
only a minor importance in Sunni Islam—the sanctity as-
cribed to sufi graves is an exception. Each world religion has
a unique attitude toward the body; and in every case the
founder defined the body’s relation to holiness.

The case of Gautama, the historic Buddha (543-586
B.C.E.), is instructive. He left no writings and his teachings
were not written down until near the turn of the millen-
nium. Yet his authority was so great that works attributed to
him have been composed in many languages and in many
lands over many centuries. The distribution of Gautama’s
bodily remains at his death set the stage for early Buddhist
relic worship. By the third century B.c.E. the Mauryan em-
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peror Ashoka built hundreds, perhaps thousands of stupas
(burial mounds) containing the Buddha’s relics. Pilgrims be-
lieved that veneration caused the Buddha’s remains to mul-
tiply, while a decline of pilgrims would lead his relics to
shrink and gradually disappear. Worship animates the holy
person’s remains. Miracle stories describe the Buddha’s past
activities. And arrival of pilgrims at shrines locates these su-
pernatural events in the present, where they can aid the per-
sonal faith of the worshipper.

Thus the “life” instantiated by the faithful has both a col-
lective and an individual orientation: one, turned toward the
past, seeks the welfare of departed souls; the other looks for-
ward to the devotee’s own postmortem deliverance. Reci-
procity also governs relations with the personage entombed
at the shrine. Even in folk Daoism a god’s powers (his ling)
lies with patronage—a forgotten god is a disempowered
deity. Only pilgrims can instantiate the sanctity ascribed to
the deceased—for, as we saw, without pilgrims the Buddha’s
relics shrink and disappear. Moreover, ritual devotion makes
the entombed personage an intermediary. In sum, a multi-
tude of reliquary shrines unites living and departed souls
into a community that persists throughout time.

In Ashoka’s reign pilgrimage sanctified the rise of volun-
tary associations, a movement directly opposed to the Vedic
enumeration of priestly, ruling, mercantile, and servant
castes. Yet Buddhists accepted, in modified form, the Vedic
doctrine of karma, a system of rewards and punishments at-
tached to one’s actions over several lifetimes. Buddhists see
redemption as a release (moksha) from reincarnation. In
contrast, Christians believe God himself lived out a human
life in Jesus of Nazareth. The Hebrew Bible says, “God created
[both male and female] in his own image” (Gen. 1: 27). The
imagehood of God in the human being, as described in Gen-
esis, however, offers no theological message. God’s incarna-
tion in Jesus, does, however, equate redemption with a bod-
ily resurrection.
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This belief distinguishes Christians from Buddhists. Bud-
dhists developed a generic view of the body. A doctrinal be-
lief in the three bodies of the Buddha (the Trikaya), however,
cannot be equated with the Christian Trinity. Buddhists saw
life as an event in a beginningless cycle of birth, death, and
rebirth, composed of the realms of gods, demigods, humans,
animals, ghosts, and hell beings. This panoramic view of the
body was also expressed in sacred writings called “dharma
relics”—alphabetical formulae with no lexical meaning
(called mantras and dharani) and sutras—that were in-
serted in stupas and sacred images with the dissemination
of scripture throughout Asia from about 100 B.c.t.to 100
c.e.To help their practitioners escape reincarnation Bud-
dhists abolished sacrifice and made desire the source of
karmic consequences. Since desire is common to all living
beings it is a faculty consistent with a generic view of the
human body. And dharma relics, especially mantras, offer a
language free of desire. They are written words representing
sacred sounds which, having no lexical meaning, are often
understood to be the literal words or sounds of the Buddha.

Mantras—originally sung in Vedic religion to invoke the
gods during sacrificial rituals—not only were inserted,
sometimes along with sutras, in stupas and images, but
these formulae were also chanted in tantric rituals through-
out Asia. They acted in the place of the Buddhas bodily
relics. Incantations such as OM MANI PADME HUM (an in-
vocation of the bodhisattva Avalokitesvera) express on the
popular plane the Buddhist ideal of holiness or nirvana (a
“blowing out”). The sanctity ascribed to writings without
lexical meaning was thought to be indescribable in the same
sense that cessation of craving is indescribable. Dharma
relics preserved essential aspects of Indian oral traditions at
a time when vast collections of Buddhist scriptures were dis-
seminated throughout Asia.

Kings, monks, wandering holy people, and itinerant mer-
chants were major figures in the rise of Buddhism and Chris-
tianity. They all contributed, albeit in different ways, to trans-
form the sanctified, the memorialized, and the despised or
forgotten dead into figures with distinctive cultural traits.

To some extent there was a comparable process in
Islam, but cultural fusion was more difficult to attain.
Conflicting teachings and dissimilar, often incompatible,
burial practices contributed to the rise of Islam in the first
half of the seventh century. A century after Muhammad
(570-632) died, Islam had reached the Atlantic in one di-
rection and the borders of China in the other. It now
counts about a billion adherents, with followers in most
countries of the world. Islam’s diffusion is often likened to
a flow of water over ground in the sense that the cult tends
to take on the ideological hues of the regions of the earth
it flows over.

Mortuary practices varied locally and to some extent
even the afterlife escaped a uniform definition. Perhaps as a
result, Sunni orthodox theology has always been rather wary
of the tombs of holy people. As mentioned earlier, Islamic re-
ligious experience largely came out of conflict with other
monotheistic religions, and this fact is linked to the relative
paucity of relic cults. Another contributing factor to the slow
development of saints’ shrines in Islam is the lack of a clear
distinction between spiritual and temporal realms. Like
other cults with ambivalent relations to the dead, Islamic
culture is also obsessed with purity. All creatures and things
are perceived to be inherently pure or polluted.

In short, different religions have developed varying atti-
tudes toward the remains of the holy dead, attitudes that
both reflect and help shape worshippers’ attitudes toward
themselves, their communities, and the divine. Even reli-
gious expressions that initially rejected the whole notion of
a relic cult have often accepted key elements of a cult of
“holy people,” especially at the level of popular religion.
Around the world, different religions’ positions on holy
people have influenced each other, as people across the face
of the earth have tried to make sense of their purpose in
the universe.

Lionel Rothkrug
Professor Emeritus
Concordia University, Montreal, Canada



PREFACE

Holy People of the World: A Cross-Cultural Encyclopedia fo-
cuses on the relationship between humans and the divine in
the world religious traditions. Its particular theme is that
most effective intermediary between heaven and earth: the
holy human being who has a foot in both realms. It is in-
tended as a contribution to the study of comparative reli-
gion, seeking to understand both diversity and similarities
in world religions through this aspect of popular religion.
The encyclopedia is largely biographical in format and com-
prises 1,183 entries; more than 1,000 of these are biogra-
phies of holy people from around the world—well known
and obscure, representatives of many religions, and from all
periods from which traditions of holy people survive. A con-
cise selection of articles treats specific types of holy people
(for example, Bhakti saints and Imams). In addition, there
are major articles on attitudes toward holy people in many
religions, ranging from the cult of saints in Christianity to
the less familiar role of holy people in African and
Amerindian traditions. In an effort to consider some of the
common themes of holy people around the world, there are
also 64 comparative articles on such issues as miracles, pu-
rity and pollution, and sexuality and holy people.

But what is a “holy person” This encyclopedia has em-
ployed a broad definition, seeking to explore the variety of
religious experience without privileging the Roman Catholic
traditional definition of a “saint.” Even the term “saint” has
been avoided except in the case of Christianity, lest the
reader be drawn into preconceptions that do not necessarily
fit other religious traditions. Instead the encyclopedia exam-
ines “holy people”—human beings who have been regarded
as efficacious contacts to the holy, who because of a special
sense of “otherness” have been held up as objects of venera-
tion as well as paradigms for human behavior. The role of the
holy person depends on personal charisma, rather than ec-
clesiastical office, and exists either in the mainstream or on
the margin of most world religions.

xliii

What this encyclopedia offers is very much a sampler
pack of holy folk from around the world. Adequate biogra-
phies of Muslim holy people alone could easily fill many vol-
umes; a compilation of all significant holy people of the
world would fill a library rather than a three-volume ency-
clopedia. Therefore we have attempted to be representative
rather than comprehensive. The holy people chosen for in-
clusion are intended to show major trends in attitudes about
the human being as a bridge to God, the gods, the forces of
heaven—however the divine or supra-human is defined in a
given religion. The advisory board members, experts in the
various religious traditions, were asked to suggest a variety
of holy people over a wide range of time, in the hope that
various “fashions” in holiness would emerge by looking at a
broad chronological sweep. We also did our best to allow for
the large regional variations of any religion that has moved
into a variety of cultural contexts, for example including
Muslim holy people not just from the traditional Islamic
lands but from India, Africa, and America. The women and
men included in this encyclopedia are founders of religions,
mystics, healers, sages, reformers, and teachers.

Coverage is uneven, because in the final analysis this
project is only a single step in scholarly understanding of the
phenomenon of holy people especially as an expression of
popular religious belief and practice. In some religious tra-
ditions, holy people have been studied for generations and
play a central role—in traditional European Christianity, for
example, scholarly studies of saints began in the seventeenth
century, and the official hierarchy of the church fully em-
braced the idea of a “communion of saints” as a valued ele-
ment of religiosity by the second century c.E. It is only much
more recently, though, that Protestant Christians have begun
to escape the Reformation polemical line that insists that
there are no special mediators between God and humans ex-
cept Jesus and to acknowledge the charismatic role of great
churchmen and -women as spiritual guides, even if they are
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not intercessors in a conventional Roman Catholic sense.
Similarly, Judaism has tended to downplay the role of the in-
dividual charismatic holy person, some scholars of Judaism
even arguing that there are no holy people in the religion.

In other religions, the issue of the holy person has as yet
won little study. Sunni Islam has tended to be suspicious of a
privileged role of holy people, as a result of which there have
been many fewer studies than of a comparable phenomenon
in Christianity. The study of popular Buddhism can fairly be
said to be in its infancy, again creating what is probably a
skewed picture of Buddhist holy people. Buddhist scholars
are better covered in this work than more popular sorts of
holy people, not necessarily because the latter were rare but
because a body of specialized studies has not yet been pro-
duced that could underpin their appearance in a reference
work. Recent studies of African holy people show enormous
promise of providing a wider definition of the holy person,
both in the universal religions of Islam and Christianity and
in the indigenous religions, whose details are only beginning
to come into focus. A project like the present one, under-
taken in the year 2020, would probably be very different be-
cause of advances in scholarship in many traditionally un-
derstudied fields.

In part, this encyclopedia’s contents were also determined
by the current composition of religion and history depart-
ments at universities around the world. There are many peo-
ple ready and willing to write about fifteenth-century Chris-
tian female mystics—many fewer have studied indigenous
African religions, or have been willing to explore the issue of
holy people in Judaism. Similarly, the editor had twenty-one
offers from scholars of ancient philosophy who all wanted to
write the article on Plotinus, but finding anyone to write ar-
ticles on ancient Mediterranean hero cults was much more
complicated and at times impossible. A particular challenge
was finding Islamic scholars able to commit the time to pro-
viding articles because of the disruption to many of their

lives and many new calls on their time in the wake of the
World Trade Center attack.

This encyclopedia was the product of many hands and
minds. First thanks are of course due to the busy scholars
who nevertheless agreed to serve as members of the advi-
sory board, providing lists of holy people to be included,
coming up with lists of possible authors, and acting as a re-
source in everything from how to alphabetize Islamic en-
tries to obscure questions of Aztec god-kings. Two hundred
and sixty-nine people from over twenty countries wrote ar-
ticles, some of them providing whole collections of beauti-
fully crafted articles on holy people in their field of expert-
ise. The recruiting process was long and difficult, and would
have been impossible had it not been for so many scholars
who were generous in opening their own professional con-
tacts to my importunities, whether the referrals were to
friends and students or to whole internet discussion lists on
religious topics (among whom the H-Buddhism list is
surely outstanding in courtesy, kindness, and helpfulness).
The ABC-CLIO editorial staff has been consistently helpful
and patient with the many delays that seem inevitable in a
project of this magnitude, especially Karna Hughes and
Martha Whitt. Copyeditor Kathy Streckfus did her utter-
most to impose consistency in the face of great diversity.
Thanks are also due to Lionel Rothkrug and David Bundy,
whose idea this encyclopedia was in the first place. These
volumes are dedicated to my colleagues in the History De-
partment at the University of Southern Mississippi, who
have made me so welcome and have provided a refuge in an
often chaotic world.

Phyllis G. Jestice

Associate Professor

University of Southern Mississippi
On the feast day of St. Boniface
June 5, 2004



Aaron

(14th cent. B.C.E.)

Hebrew leader, priest

In the Hebrew Bible (0ld Testament), Aaron is the brother
of both Moses and Miriam, the husband of Elisheba, and
the father of Nadab, Abihu, Eleazar, and Ithamar. He is the
first biblical high priest and the eponymous ancestor of
the Aaronite priesthood, whose members trace themselves
not only from the tribe of Levi but specifically through
Aaron, who is ordained by God. In the book of Exodus,
Aaron is introduced as the eloquent speaker who will as-
sist Moses and act as God’s agent to the Israelites and the
Egyptians. Prophetic literature states that Aaron was sent
by God to liberate the Israelites along with Moses and
Miriam (Mic. 6:4).

In the story of the liberation from Egypt and the desert
wanderings, Aaron is subordinate to his brother. God
speaks to Moses, Moses speaks to Aaron, and Aaron re-
peats the message, often with associated signs and won-
ders, to the pharaoh or the people. This chain of command
is established in Exodus 4:14-16 and confirmed in Num-
bers 12. Although Aaron’s role is secondary, his actions and
responsibilities with regard to the pharaoh are somewhat
similar to those of Moses so that during the period of
bondage the brothers act in concert with one another. They
are together when God or pharaoh speaks to them, espe-
cially in the initial phases of the plague account in Exodus.
Aaron often performs the actions meant to intimidate the
Egyptians. For example, it is his staff that is changed into a
serpent, which then swallows those of the Egyptians, and
that brings the first three plagues of blood, frogs, and lice.
His position as a coleader with Moses during this period is
underlined in Exodus 11:10: “Moses and Aaron had per-
formed all these marvels before Pharaoh, but the Lorp had
stiffened the heart of Pharaoh so that he would not let the
Israelites go from his land.” Aaron is not as conspicuous in

Victorian depiction of Aaron as high priest. (Library of Congress)

the rest of the plague narrative. He takes his next active role
after the liberation once the Israelites have crossed safely
into the wilderness.

Aaron’s role as coleader with Moses wanes throughout the
wilderness sojourn, and to some extent the text begins to
show his leadership abilities in a negative light. For example,
in Exodus 32 he participates in fashioning the molten calf
and building an altar before it,and in Numbers 12 he incites
the Lord when he and Miriam overtly show disloyalty to
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Moses. Aaron’s role finally changes from that of coleader to
that of high priest.

Aaron and his sons provided the models for the priest-
hood, and Aaron is seen as the progenitor of the elite priestly
class. He and his descendants are charged with the responsi-
bility of administering the sacrificial system in the desert, in
the newly entered land, and, ultimately, in the Temple at
Jerusalem (1 Chron. 6).

—Sharon R. Keller

See also: Judaism and Holy People; Miriam; Moses; Priests
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‘Abata, Muhammad Hasan

(d. 1941 c.E.)

Muslim sufi

Muhammad Hasan Abata was an Egyptian sufi of the Rif-
diyya order. He is attested, like most Muslim saints, to be a
descendant of the prophet Muhammad. His son Hashim (d.
1985) separated from the Rifa’iyya to establish a separate
sufl order, called the Qushayriyya Hashimiyya, in the 1940s.
In the 1950s, this group was reincorporated into the Rifa’iyya
as a semiautonomous branch known as Bayt ‘Abata.

“Abata,” which means “stupidity; is a nickname attached
to Muhammad Hasan because of his foolishness during his
years of gazb (jadhba in classical Arabic), a mental derange-
ment resulting from the shock of mystical revelation. He
wore his hair long and in braids and sometimes wore
womens clothes. His father, Hasan, had been an important
Rifa’iyya shaykh in Asyut province. Shaykh Abata died in
1941 and is buried in a humble shrine in the cemetery op-
posite the mosque of Sayyida Aisha in Cairo, along with his
wife, Zaynab, and his teacher, Shaykh Rihani. Hashim is
buried nearby, but not in the shrine itself.

Shaykh ‘Abata is honored with a weekly visitation on
Wednesdays accompanied by performance of sufi dhikr (rit-
ual recitation of the names of God with songs praising the
prophet Muhammad). By the 1970s his visiting day was at-
tracting ever-increasing numbers of worshippers. This
group was known for its use of the dabbus, a metal ball
equipped with small, sharp blades at the end of chains that
was swung about during dhikr in order to pierce the body.
The ritual was said to prove the blessing of the shaykh upon
those who suffered no injury (de Jong 1976, 34). The practice

was later abandoned by order of the shaykh of the Rifa’iyya
following its denunciation by the head of the supreme coun-
cil of sufi orders.

After Shaykh Hashim’s death in 1985, attendance at the
weekly visitation declined dramatically. Shaykh Hashim’s
son refused to shoulder the burdens of a sufi shaykh, and
without a teacher the disciples scattered. The loyal few who
remain are mainly illiterate and desperately poor. Nonethe-
less, mawlids (annual commemorative festivals) are held to
honor Shaykhs ‘Abata and Hashim on the anniversaries of
their deaths.

— Valerie J. Hoffman

See also: Attributes of Holy People; Sufism; Veneration of Holy
People
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Abbo of Fleury

(c. 950-1004 c.E.)

Christian monk, reformer, intellectual, martyr

Abbo of Fleury, Benedictine monk, intellectual, educator,
hagiographer, and abbot of Fleury, was born near Orléans,
France, in about 945-950. Studying at Paris, Rheims, and
Orléans, he succeeded in becoming one of the great scholars
of the tenth century, producing works on computus (the cal-
endar, especially the problem of movable feasts), logic,
canon law, and grammar. He was also one of the most im-
portant leaders of tenth-century European monastic re-
form, a wide-ranging movement to establish spiritual and
liturgical discipline and exert independence from external
interference among the Benedictine abbeys of England and
the continent.

For many years Abbo served as armarius at Fleury, an of-
fice that combined the functions of archivist, librarian, and
schoolteacher. The monastery at Fleury enjoyed enormous
intellectual prestige. Abbo’s biographer, Aimoin, claimed that
teaching was Abbo’s first love, and the fame that he acquired
from this activity served as a magnet for students from a
number of countries.

In 985, Abbo failed in an attempt to become abbot of
Fleury and in the wake of this defeat responded to the re-
quest of the Anglo-Saxon archbishop, Oswald, that Fleury
send a teacher for the monks of Ramsey Abbey. Despite his
lament that the beer of England had made him permanently
fat, the years that Abbo spent in England, 985-987, were both
personally rewarding and intellectually productive. While at
Ramsey, Abbo produced the first literary account of the mar-
tyrdom of St. Edmund of East Anglia, a work permeated by



the spirit of monastic reform that existed in both England
and on the continent. His pupil, Byhrtferth, became one of
the most prolific writers of the next generation.

Returning to the continent to become abbot of Fleury,
Abbo faced considerable difficulties, including both dissen-
sion within the ranks of his monks and the territorial and ju-
risdictional ambitions of the local nobility and the bishop of
Orléans. Because of these factors Abbo worked both to safe-
guard the independence of his abbey (the political aspect of
the reform movement) and to strengthen the moral progress
of the monks under his care. Thus, the abbot of Fleury ap-
pealed to both the pope and to the French monarchy on be-
half of his monastery and worked to strengthen that monar-
chy theoretically. Asked to restore discipline at the Gascon
monastery of La Reole, an institution that had frustrated
three previous reformers, Abbo became a martyr to reform
as he was slain by a recalcitrant monk in 1004 during a riot
that resulted from his reform activities.

—Robert W. Zajkowski

See also: Christianity and Holy People; Edmund of East Anglia;
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‘Abdu’l-Baha

(1844-1921 C.E.)

Baha'i leader

‘Abdu’l-Baha (‘Abbas Effendi) was appointed by his father,
Baha'v’llah, to be his successor as head of the Baha'i faith. He
was named as the Center of the Covenant between Baha'ul-
lah and his followers, the perfect exemplar of the Baha'i
teachings, and the authorized interpreter of the Baha'i scrip-
tures. He carried out these functions from the death of his
father in 1892 until his own death in 1921.

‘Abdu’l-Baha was named ‘Abbas at his birth in Tehran on
May 23, 1844. He grew up during the turbulent years of the
Babi upheavals in Iran, in which his father was much in-
volved. In 1852, the whole family was exiled to Baghdad, and
subsequently to Istanbul and Edirne in Turkey and finally to
Akka (now in Israel). As he grew up, Abdu’l-Baha increas-
ingly assumed responsibility for organizing the household,
for supervising and vetting the stream of visitors and pil-
grims who came to see his father, and for managing all con-
tacts between the small community of exiles and govern-
ment officials, thus leaving his father as free as possible to
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concentrate on dictating the words that would form the Ba-
ha’i scriptures. Even as a young man, he came to prominence
because of his character, his grasp of mysticism and philos-
ophy, and his ability to attract and inspire those whom he
met. In later years, Professor E. G. Browne of Cambridge Uni-
versity described Abdu’l-Baha in this manner: “Seldom have
I seen one whose appearance impressed me more. . . . One
more eloquent of speech, more ready of argumentation,
more apt of illustration, more intimately acquainted with the
sacred books of the Jews, the Christians and the Muham-
madans, could, I should think, scarcely be found” (1890,
quoted in Balyuzi 1987, 4).

When Abdu’l-Baha took over the leadership of the Baha’i
faith in 1892, it was still a movement confined to the Middle
East and India consisting almost exclusively of Iranians. Dur-
ing his ministry, he expanded the reach of the religion to
North and South America, Europe, East Asia, and Australasia.
Through his two visits to Europe and North America (in 1911
and 1912-1913), he strengthened these nascent communi-
ties, spoke at numerous prestigious venues, and met many
prominent persons, including religious leaders, philosophers,
and statesmen. The newspapers of the time frequently re-
ferred to him as “the Persian prophet.” Wherever there was a
sufficiently large Baha'i community, he initiated the establish-
ment of Baha'i administrative institutions.

The writings of Abdu’l-Baha and the texts of the talks
that he gave during his journeys to the West have an impor-
tant place in Baha'’i literature. He kept up a voluminous cor-
respondence with people, both Baha’is and others, from all
parts of the world and wrote on philosophical, mystical, his-
torical, social, and political themes. ‘Abdu’l-Baha suffered
greatly during his life. It was not until he was sixty-four years
old, in 1908, that the restrictions that he had been under
since going into exile in 1852 were finally lifted. On several
occasions, his life was in great danger. He died in Haifa on
November 28,1921, and is buried in the Shrine of the Bab on
Mount Carmel in Haifa.

All accounts agree that Abdu’l-Baha had a charismatic
personal presence that radiated a serene, majestic, and au-
thoritative air. He was always very kind in his personal deal-
ings and generous to the point that his own family members
complained that they were left with nothing. He had a keen
sense of humor and frequently used amusing anecdotes to
make his point understood. His personal life was very sim-
ple and the furnishings of his rooms spartan. He ate and
slept little and spent some hours every day in prayer and
meditation. He was greatly venerated by the Baha'is and
sometimes restrained them from making exaggerated
claims about him. He always insisted that his highest station
and greatest honor was to be Abdu’l-Baha (“the servant of
Baha'[vwllah]”).

—Moojan Momen
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Abiodun Akinsowon, Christiana

(1907-198? C.E.)

Christian visionary, church founder

Christiana Abiodun Akinsowon was born to B. A. Akin-
sowon, a Saro clergyman from Porto Novo in Benin, and
Alaketu of Ketu in 1907. She went with two cousins to see an
annual Corpus Christi procession in Lagos on June 18, 1925,
and there saw an angel and fell into a trance. The details are
unclear, but one account reports that the angel followed
Christiana home, where she remained in her trance state.
When she did not improve, her uncle sent for the miracle
worker Moses Orimolade Tunolase. When he arrived, Chris-
tiana asked him three questions from the Bible that the angel
had told her to ask. Orimolade answered the questions, and
she came out of her trance.

Another account holds that when Christiana was in the
trance she traveled with the angels to heaven and was taught
spiritual mysteries. A new angel took her on a trip that lasted
several days. They visited a council of other angels, where
she had to take a test from the Bible. They told her that if she
answered all the questions she would become conscious
again. Since this was a difficult task, an angel who had be-
friended her from the beginning stood by her and assisted
her with the difficult questions. All of this time, she was in a
comatose state, and her relatives sent for an evangelist to
come. In any case, Christiana and Orimolade later formed a
prayer group, which they called the Seraphim Society (later
the Cherubim and Seraphim Society) in 1925. This move-
ment became one of the many Aladura churches that
emerged in Nigeria as indigenous expressions of Christian-
ity. (Aladura means “owners of prayer.”)

Visions remained an important feature of the meetings
and subsequent organization of the Cherubim and Seraphim
Society. During services, the leaders often told the congrega-
tion their visions, and members were also invited to share
their own visions and dreams. They received support from
some of the local ministers, but their critics argued that the
group had set up Joseph Babalola as “rival authority to the
churches” (Peel 1968, 73). Others were concerned that the
new group opposed local medicines and indigenous reli-
gious ideas. The members of the new group continued their
work, picking up a millennial fervor. They held processions

with members wearing white uniforms and Orimolade and
Captain Abiodun (as Christiana was now called) seated in a
go-cart. Eventually, the congregation split because Abiodun
wanted recognition as a cofounder. In 1929, Orimolade wrote
to Abiodun accusing her of insubordination and suggested
that she form her own group of followers. Orimolade then
called his group the Eternal Sacred Order of the Cherubim
and Seraphim, while Abiodun called her group the Cheru-
bim and Seraphim Society.

Captain Abiodun was an active evangelist. In 1927, when
she was still a young woman of seventeen, she led a tour of
western Nigeria, including Abeukuta and Ibadan, preaching
and organizing Cherubim and Seraphim groups. She ex-
horted the people to turn away from idols and juju and de-
pend only upon prayer. Abiodun played a central role in the
Cherubim and Seraphim churches. It is believed that she
worked for the unity of the Aladura churches before her
death.

—Elias K. Bongmba
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Abishabis
(d. 1843 C.E)
Native American prophet
Abishabis was a Cree born in the area west of the Hudson Bay
who led a Native American religious movement known as the
“Track to Heaven” Between 1842 and 1843, the movement
took hold of Native Americans living in the area between
Churchill, Manitoba, and Albany, Ontario, Canada. It was in-
fluenced by Christian teachings and Native American inter-
pretations of Christian hymns that had been written in the
Cree syllabic system by Methodist missionary James Evans.
Abishabis, who took the name “Jesus,” apparently to
strengthen his claims to prophetic power by associating
himself with Christianity, and his companion Wasiteck, or
“Light” were thought to have visited heaven and returned
with teachings and blessings for the people. They declared
that they had the ability to draw the “Track to Heaven” on
paper or wood and used art to communicate their prophetic
message, which included warnings against white ways,
promises of game, and assurances of heavenly rewards for
those who followed their teachings. Followers sang psalms,
observed the Sabbath, and painted books.



As his influence as a prophet grew, Abishabis received
gifts of clothing and other goods from his followers. The
movement eventually declined because of white opposition
and also because of the declining popularity of Abishabis
himself. A Hudson’s Bay Company officer detained
Abishabis in 1843 on suspicion of robbing and killing a York
area Indian family. Abishabis was seized from detention and
killed by Indians who suspected him of becoming a
windingo, a cannibalistic being that would endanger people
if not destroyed.

— Timothy E. Williamson
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Abraham

(c. 20th cent. B.C.E.)

Patriarch of Judaism and Christianity, prophet of Islam

No single figure plays a more important role in the traditions
of Jews, Christians, and Muslims alike than Abraham. In the
Hebrew scriptures, known to Christians generally as the Old
Testament, the saga of Abraham occurs chiefly in Genesis
11:26-25:10, with further material on his sons Isaac and Ish-
mael in subsequent chapters. The story begins, arguably not
long after 2000 B.C.E., with God calling the already seventy-
five-year-old Abram (his original name), son of Terah, to set
out from his homeland of Ur in southern Mesopotamia and
to journey first to Haran and ultimately to a land where God
would establish his descendants. When famine struck the
land of Canaan, Abram and his people traveled to Egypt. The
bulk of the saga recounts Abram’s peregrinations across the
region within fifty miles or so of the eastern end of the
Mediterranean, his encounters with local rulers and promi-
nent figures, such as Melchizedek, king of Salem, his
covenant with God, and the beginnings of his own porten-
tous family life.

Milestones in the biblical version of Abram’s life include
the covenant (Gen. 15-17), to be symbolized by the new
name Abraham (Father of Many Nations) and the sign of
circumcision, together with the promise that Abraham’s de-
scendants would possess much of what is now the central
Middle East; the birth of Ishmael to his wife Saraf’s slave girl,
Hagar; the divine promise that the ninety-nine-year-old pa-
triarch would have a son (Isaac) by Sarah (his wife’s new
covenant name) (Gen. 18); Abraham’s bargaining with God
over the fate of Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen. 19); and the
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Abraham preparing to sacrifice his son. Eighteenth-century
engraving. (Art Directors)

early years of Isaac, including the story of Abraham’s will-
ingness to sacrifice the boy to God (Gen. 21-22).

Beyond the Torah’s accounts of these seminal events in
the life of the patriarch, Abraham functions throughout the
Hebrew Bible as the paragon of trust in God. It was this di-
vine being who continued to be invoked as the “God of Abra-
ham, Isaac, and Jacob” Abraham is above all the man to
whom God made the initial promise to establish a particular
people in a specific land, though descriptions of that
Promised Land would gradually speak of a territory much
reduced from the earlier expanse “from the Nile to the Eu-
phrates” A late first-century C.E. extrabiblical Jewish text
called the Apocalypse of Abraham—probably written in He-
brew or Aramaic, though the original is now lost—is one of
only a few “apocryphal” texts associated with Abraham. It is
worth noting that both the genealogy in Genesis 25:1-4,
which lists the descendants of Abraham’s other wife, Ketu-
rah, and that in Genesis 25:12-18, listing Ishmael’s descen-
dants, explicitly connect the patriarch with Arab tribes.

Abraham and Sarah, along with Isaac and Jacob and their
wives Rebecca and Leah, respectively, are believed to have
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been buried in a cave at Machpelah in the present-day town
of Hebron. David would later choose Hebron as his first royal
capital prior to deciding on Jerusalem as the ideal site. Since
medieval times, a mosque has marked that spot as sacred to
Muslims as well as Jews.

In the Christian New Testament, Abraham’s foundational
importance is largely presumed rather than described in de-
tail. The patriarch plays a background role and appears only
in more “theological” texts rather than in extended narra-
tive. These references are indicative of distinctively Christian
reinterpretation of Abraham’s significance for the new tradi-
tion. Romans 4:1-25 and Galatians 3:6-4:31 contain per-
haps the most theologically important Christian texts about
Abraham. There, Paul contrasts Abraham’s example of faith
with the Law and its works, arguing that the true descen-
dants of the patriarch are those who have faith in Christ. In
Galatians, Paul sees in Sarah and Hagar an allegory of the
two covenants—Hagar representing bondage to the Law,
Sarah liberation through Christ. Along a somewhat different
line, Hebrews 7:1-28 presents the biblical priest
Melchizedek, to whom Abraham offered tribute, as a type of
Christ. Abraham was the Father of the Jews (Matt. 3:9), but in
John 8:33-59, Jesus claims to be greater than Abraham and
cautions that merely tracing one’s genealogy back to Abra-
ham means little of itself. Today, in a number of Middle East-
ern cities with Christian populations one finds churches
dedicated to St. Abraham.

Islam’s sacred scripture, the Qur'an, makes numerous ref-
erences to both biblical and extrabiblical stories about Abra-
ham, whose Arabic name is Ibrahim. For Muslims, Ibrahim’s
status is that of a prophet, a recipient of God’s direct revela-
tion. That he does not function as a patriarch in Islamic tra-
dition is significant, for Ibrahin’s primary theological role is
not that of the father of a chosen nation, but that of the first
“muslim”—the first human being to whom God revealed
explicitly the call to be a seeker after divine unity and, there-
fore, the first to “surrender” The Arabic term muslim means
“one who surrenders”to God and who thereby enacts the full
meaning of the term islam (submission).

Fundamental to this aspect of Ibrahim’s Islamic role is
the tradition that the prophet’s father, Azar according to the
Qur’an, made his living by carving idols. Though Ibrahim
grew up in an environment of idol worship, he nevertheless
had the spiritual gift of seeking after the one true God. He
was thus the first hanif—a term that was also used to de-
scribe Muhammad himself as a man driven by a spiritual
quest. One account (Qur’an 6:74-82) tells how God revealed
his oneness to Ibrahim. One evening Ibrahim came out and
beheld a star, and he said, “This is my Lord” But when the
star disappeared, he said, “I love not things that set” And
when the moon rose, he took that for his Lord; but when it,
too, sank from view, he sought divine protection from error.

And when the sun rose, he thought this must surely be his
Lord, for it was greater by far. Then even the sun set. And
Ibrahim said to God, “I have surrendered” (become a Mus-
lim). Other related texts are Quran 19:42-49, 21:52-70,
26:69-104, 29:15-24, and 37:81-96.

Perhaps the most peculiar of all the biblical Abrahamic
texts (Gen. 15:8-19) occurs in an intriguingly different ver-
sion in Qur’an 2:260. In Genesis, Abraham asks God for a
sign that he will indeed possess the land promised. God tells
him to bring a heifer, a she-goat, a ram, a turtledove, and a
pigeon. Abraham then cut the animals—all but the birds—
in two and separated the pieces. God then passes between
the pieces while Abraham is sleeping to formalize his
covenant. In the Qur’an, the prophet wants a sign that God
has the power of life. Ibrahim is instructed to take four birds,
cut them into pieces, and put a portion on various hills. He
must then call to them and they will fly together as proof of
God’s power.

Unlike the Bible, the Qur’an connects Abraham with Nim-
rod, whom Genesis mentions only briefly and much earlier
than Abraham (Gen. 10:8-10). In Islamic lore, Nimrod func-
tions as the prophet’s nemesis. Quran 21:68-70 alludes,
without naming the evil king explicitly, to Ibrahim’s conflict
with the unbeliever. According to the important Islamic reli-
gious genre called Tales of the Prophets, Nimrod was to the
child Ibrahim what pharaoh would be to Moses and Herod
to Jesus—a mortal enemy bent on the infant’s destruction.
Failing in his earlier attempts, Nimrod manages to capture
Ibrahim and catapult him into a bonfire. But there in the
flames, Gabriel appears to transform them into a pleasant
garden for the prophet.

Another distinctively Islamic take on the Abraham story
has to do with interpreting the tradition that God com-
manded the prophet to sacrifice his “first-born son?” By Is-
lamic reckoning, Isma‘il merits that distinction, since he was
indeed born before Isaac. The Qur'an does not specifically
name the boy whom Ibrahim is prepared to sacrifice, but the
tradition presumes, by this logic, that it was Isma‘il. Jewish
and Christian tradition discount the son of Hagar as illegiti-
mate and therefore not truly Abraham’s son. The Tales of the
Prophets devote considerably more attention than the
Qur'an (11:72-78, 37:100-113, 51:24-34) to the individual
birth stories of the two sons.

Finally, Islam’s mystical poets delight in transforming the
prophet into a paragon of mystical love. Ibrahim was a “sigh-
ful” man (awwah—the Persian expression for “sigh” means,
literally, “heart-smoke”) whose heart bubbled over when he
thought of God. They say you could hear his heart “bubble”
for miles, so intense was his longing.

—Jack Renard

See also: Isaac; Isma‘il; Jacob; Judaism and Holy People; Matriarchs,
Hebrew
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Abraham ibn Ezra

(1089-1164 C.E.)

Jewish poet, philosopher, exegete

Abraham ibn Ezra of Tudela was a polymath whose career
spanned the transition in Jewish society and culture from
Muslim al-Andalus to the kingdoms of Christian Spain.
Born in 1089, ibn Ezra was the first Andalusi Jewish religious
and literary intellectual to compose all of his various works
in Hebrew. A Hebrew grammarian, literary critic, prolific
poet of devotional and social Hebrew verse, a Neoplatonic
philosopher, astronomer, and astrologer, and above all a
seminal biblical exegete, ibn Ezra abandoned Spain in 1140
and spent the remainder of his adult life traveling through
North Africa, Italy, France, and England.

Ibn Ezra originally produced biblical commentaries on
all the books of the Hebrew Bible. Some of these texts are no
longer extant, whereas others survive in more than one ver-
sion. His witty and frequently acerbic commentaries (in
which other scholars and even authorities are taken to task)
are written in an unmistakable style. They reflect a synthesis
of the diverse hermeneutical trends prevalent in the “Span-
ish school” of biblical exegesis and represent the different
ways rationally minded Andalusi Jewish literary intellectuals
understood the Hebrew Bible in the twelfth century. On the
one hand, ibn Ezra’s commentaries focus upon the Hebrew
grammatical, lexical, and stylistic features of the biblical text
and aim to clarify the so-called “plain sense” of scripture. On
the other, they are suffused with highly laconic and fre-
quently enigmatic philosophical and scientific observations
and contain obscure excurses often designed to suggest eso-
teric cosmological and theological doctrines (“the wise will
understand”) that are reserved for religious intellectuals
(maskilim) as opposed to common folk. Although he did not
apply them as extremely as some other Andalusi exegetes,
the methods ibn Ezra typically employs are rationalistic. For
instance, ibn Ezra is thought to have been the first to ascribe
the second part of the book of Isaiah to an anonymous
prophet of the Babylonian exile. He also alludes to the likeli-
hood of post-Mosaic interpolations in the Pentateuch. Many
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of his textual insights, and certainly his method, anticipate
developments in modern biblical criticism.

Abraham ibn Ezra’s rationalism coexisted with a devo-
tee’s profound longing for restoring the soul’s connection to
its sublime Source. Indeed, ibn Ezra’s verse reflects the poet’s
apparently strong preference for liturgical over social poetry
and reveals him as a passionate advocate of the divinely in-
spired sacred poetry of ancient Israel. Through ibn Ezra’s at-
tempts to promulgate Andalusi Jewish learning and its ap-
proach to knowledge, that culture continued to serve as a
model for the Jews of other Mediterranean lands even as it
exerted an influence over Jewish culture in northern Europe.

—Ross Brann

See also: Judaism and Holy People; Scholars as Holy People
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Action in the World

Can a holy person be active in secular society, or is “the
world” so besmirching that the only true holy person is the
monk or hermit who locks himself or herself away from all
possible causes of sin? This is a question that has deeply
concerned religions such as Buddhism and Christianity,
which advocate withdrawal from the world through the in-
stitution of monasticism. At its heart, the problem is insolu-
ble: Secular society desperately needs the wisdom and skill
of holy people to act as intermediaries with the divine, but in
popular estimation at least the world is so dirtying that after
long exposure the holy person will no longer be holy. The so-
lution that both Buddhists and many denominations of
Christians have reached is a seesaw model of balance—time
spent in the world (only advocated for the spiritually ad-
vanced) must be counteracted by periods of retreat and
meditation. Interestingly, that is the solution reached by
many other religions of the world in the first place; in the re-
ligions of both America and Africa the holy person is peri-
odically separate in retreats to reinforce contact with the di-
vine, but comes back to minister to the people.

A life of complete retreat is often perceived as selfish.
Basil of Caesarea, while formulating a plan for monastic life,
warned of the dangers of too much isolation in terms of
“Who would you teach? Whose feet would you wash?” The
Buddha’s disciple Upali similarly asked for permission to be-
come a hermit in the forest, but was refused because in the
forest he would learn only meditation; in human company,
he would learn the Buddhist teachings, too.
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In general, the model is to learn, and then to teach. This
concept is central to Confucianism, which advocates inner
cultivation of the self—but not as an end in itself. For the
Confucian, ultimate self-fulfillment lies in the world of ac-
tion, and even when statesmanship is not possible the per-
fected individual can still serve as a living example and
teacher to a community. In other traditions the correlation is
not so strong: A person who has been perfected may share
wisdom with others but does not have to do so. Sometimes
holy people have felt the need for a specific period of retreat
as preparation for work they intend to undertake in the
world. A famous example is the Christian Paul of Tarsus, who
was converted, preached in Damascus, then spent several
years in seclusion, years that came to an end with three great
missionary journeys. Similarly, after his exile from Iran the
Baha'i prophet Baha'w'llah spent two years as a hermit in a
cave, preparing for the task to come. Similar tales are told of
Muslim sufis such as Shaykh ‘Abdul al-Qadir Jilani
(1088-1166), who, after finishing his education, went into
retreat for about twelve years before beginning public
preaching. The theme also appears occasionally in Judaism,
as in the case of the sage Simeon ben Yohai (second century),
who is said to have spent thirteen years in a cave studying
Torah. He emerged and was so angry when he saw mundane
activities all around him that everything he looked at caught
fire; he had to retreat to the cave for another year before he
was able to be constructive in the world.

Both Christianity and Buddhism have the strong topos of
the holy person longing for solitude, study, or self-cultivation
only to be forced by a combination of conscience and exter-
nal pressures to play a role in secular society. A common pat-
tern in Chan/Zen Buddhism is for a person who has reached
enlightenment to go into a long retreat—for ten, twenty, or
even thirty years. For example, the Chan master Nan-ch'uan
P’u-yuan (748-835) lived as a hermit for more than thirty
years on a mountain; finally some monks talked him down,
and he became a monastic teacher. The modern Hindu Ra-
mana Maharshi (1879-1950) liberated his mind, then spent
twenty years in silence; gradually, people forced him into a
public role by coming to him from all over India. In a more
folkloric example, the Christian Kevin of Glendalough (d. c.
618) hid in a cave, and he was only found when a wandering
cow licked his feet and then gave such good milk that her
owner went to find out where she had been grazing, then car-
ried the protesting saint out on his back.

Are the protests of these holy men, longing for their soli-
tude with God, to be believed? Probably in some cases the
answer is yes. But it is more likely that often popular belief
created the image of the reluctant holy person—because if a
holy person wants an active role in the world, he or she can-
not really be holy. Even so, the world diminishes spiritual po-
tency; as Martin of Tours’s biographer said, his hero worked

fewer miracles as a bishop than he had while a hermit. Many
holy people have, however, reached a balance, and the great-
est of them, when forced by circumstance to take on a public
role, have been a model to others. The balance is fragile for
those in positions of authority. But Losang Gyatso
(1617-1682), the great fifth dalai lama, balanced out his role
as a very active ruler and writer with five or six hours of
meditation daily, strengthening himself for his secular tasks.
Even more comprehensively, Gregory the Great, the first
monk to become pope, laid out a definitive statement for
Christians in his Pastoral Rule, a stand that can effectively be
applied in many religious contexts: The need of the world
makes it necessary for those who are qualified to take on the
burdens of a pastor. But life in such circumstances must be
lived in balance between the active and contemplative roles,
contemplation strengthening the mind to bear action, and
action providing a goal for contemplation.

—Phyllis G. Jestice

See also: Baha'wllah; Basil the Great; Gregory I; Jilani, Abdul al-
Qadir; Kevin of Glendalough; Losang Gyatso; Maharshi, Paul;
Ramana; Simeon ben Yohai; Upali
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‘Ad Sheykh “Holy Family”
Islamic holy dynasty
The Ad Sheykh (lit. “the people [descendants] of the
sheykh”) is a leading family among the Tigre of Eritrea
whose members serve as important Muslim leaders, tradi-
tionally assuming posts as religious teachers (sheykhs). The
history of the Ad Sheykh (or, in their South Semitic lan-
guage, Ad Shek) begins with Sharif Husayn, who migrated
from Mecca to the adjacent African coast several centuries
ago. Originally speaking Arabic, his descendants and follow-
ers bred camels and taught on the Eritrean coast and later,
under Ottoman suzerainity, adopted the Tigre language of
the local nomads.

These semiarid and arid regions were well traveled by
Muslim traders and pilgrims to Mecca from the ports of
Sawakin and Massawa. But owing to the proximity of the



Christian empire of the Habesha (Abyssinia), which in an-
cient times had dominated the whole coast, many local eth-
nic groups, including the Tigre, traced their origins to the
ancient Axumite kingdom and followed Christianity. The
Tigre regularly migrated, following rainy seasons, from the
lowlands to higher-lying plains, thus staying in close cul-
tural connection with the Christian highlanders. When in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the Christian em-
pire disintegrated into several independent states, the
Christian influence on the coastal peoples faded. The polit-
ical changes, and the necessary protection of the trade
routes, especially the traditionally Muslim ports and the
Muslim kingdoms in northern Sudan, led to a reorientation
of the locals, who started to accept Islam in the early nine-
teenth century.

This change gave the Ad Sheykh a crucial role and a new
identity as they assumed a central religious role among the
Tigre. The late eighteenth-century sheykh al-Amin bin
Hamid bin Naf’utay was the key figure during this period of
the clans history. Through his teaching and miracles he
gained widespread fame. Marrying the daughter of the chief
of the most influential Tigre group of the Bet Asgede, he set
the foundation for repeated and complex genealogical con-
nections with the leading clans of the coastal areas. These
connections resulted in the conversion of the Bet Asgede in
the early nineteenth century.

Al-Amin’s group settled in Sahel in today’s northern Er-
itrea and quickly grew with the “adoption” of escaped slaves
and Tigre vassals into the family. Because these new mem-
bers of the community had left their former masters, the en-
rootment of Islam in the region constituted a social revolu-
tion. Through conversion, new alliances were settled and the
feudal serf system weakened. Moreover, the ‘Ad Sheykh
based in the nearby fertile Barka valley, traditionally camp-
ing in Bisha, had overwhelming success in converting their
whole area to Islam. This was perhaps helped by the hope of
the locals, when the mudiriyya of Taka in the Sudan started
to claim Barka, that conversion might reduce the threat by
Egyptian armies.

In the mid-nineteenth century, virtually all Tigre groups,
nomadic and semisedentary alike, had converted to Islam.
The veneration of the Ad Sheykh, expressed through gifts,
led to an amassment of wealth. In Sahel, a saintly cult devel-
oped around Sheykh al-Amin, while at the coast his grand-
son Sheykh Muhammad bin Ali (c. 1808-1877) is still ven-
erated as a saint today at his grave in Emberemi in the
vicinity of Massawa, which attracts yearly pilgrimages.

—Wolbert Smidt

See also: Hereditary Holiness; Islam and Holy People; Mission
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Adalbert of Prague

(c. 956-997 C.E.)

Christian bishop, martyr, apostle of Bohemia and Prussia
Adalbert (Voitech, Voytiekh) was born to a noble family in
Bohemia around 956 and died on April 23, 997, in Pomera-
nia, near Danzig, at the hands of Prussians whom he was at-
tempting to convert to Christianity. Educated in Magdeburg
by St. Adalbert, he assumed the same name as his teacher at
either baptism or confirmation. Upon returning to Bohemia,
the youthful Adalbert was elected bishop of Prague, having
entered the city barefooted, and was consecrated at Mainz in
983. Balancing his youthful energy, enthusiasm, humility,
and zeal, he set about trying to convert Bohemia from its
largely pre-Christian beliefs.

It was a task that he abandoned after some five years
owing to what may have been a combination of personal and
political reasons. He traveled to the monastery of Sts. Boni-
face and Alessio in Rome, where he became a monk and re-
mained for a number of years before returning to Prague. He
then founded the Benedictine monastery at Brevnov, one of
the few foundations that he would develop, which was con-
secrated in 993. He left the city again after excommunicating
some of its dignitaries for killing a woman who had been
found guilty of adultery and had been given refuge by Adal-
bert in his church.

Adalbert spent the rest of his life preaching and convert-
ing people to Christianity in Hungary, Poland, and Prussia. It
was while attempting to convert the Prussians that he was
killed. It is claimed that his body was bought back from the
Prussians for its weight in gold. Friend and protégé of Pope
John XV, Duke Boleslaus, Emperor Otto III, St. Astrik, and St.
Bruno of Querfurt, he was a significant figure in the politics
of central Europe, and his importance can be seen in his
speedy canonization in 999. Originally buried in Gniezno, his
body was translated in 1039 to Prague. He is credited with
having composed the war song “Boga-Rodzica,” which the
Poles have often sung before entering battle.

More than eighteen different scenes from Adalbert’s life
are represented in medieval art, ranging from his birth to his
burial and including the appearance of Christ to him, his
conversion of the Prussians, and his investiture. The fully
vested cleric widely venerated in central Europe is always
shown dressed as a bishop with his crosier and book. He was
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Adalbert of Prague, depicted in the full regalia of a late medieval
bishop, a lance piercing his heart to show his form of martyrdom.
(Library of Congtess)

rarely represented before the fourteenth century (only five
examples are known, among which is a scene of his martyr-
dom [Stuttgart, Landesbibliothek, Bible, Fol. 415, fol. 34r]).
He is understandably well represented in his native Prague,
where all of the images date to the fourteenth century and
focus on his close relationship with Christ. These include de-
pictions on the cathedral itself (on the exterior of the south-
ern and eastern sides, as well as on a panel in the interior).
The bronze doors of the cathedral of St. Wojciech in Gniezno,
which date to the second half of the twelfth century, are
among the finest of the memorials.

—Colum Hourihane

See also: Christianity and Holy People; Martyrdom and Persecution;
Mission
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Adechina (Remigio Herrera)

(c. 1811-1905 C.E.)

Santeria high priest

Known universally by his African name, Adechina was an
African-born Cuban who established the fundamentals of
Yoruba religious practice in the Americas. Born around 1811
and enslaved as a young man in his native Yorubaland (now

Nigeria), he was brought to Matanzas, Cuba, around 1830 to
labor in the sugar industry. Little is known of his early life,
but he was able to achieve freedom and join a growing Afro-
Cuban working class. He worked as a mason and before his
death in 1905 had become a prosperous property owner in
the town of Regla across the harbor from Havana.

Adechina’s fame rests upon his becoming one of the most
influential figures in the development of Yoruba religious
traditions in diaspora. Known as Lucumi, the many thou-
sands of Yoruba men and women who had been taken to
Cuba established themselves as an important force in the is-
land’s ethnic mosaic. Their religious practices achieved wide
recognition by the Spanish term Santerfa (Way of the
Saints). Adechina was a leader of the Lucumi community
and a high priest of Santerfa.

Among his other achievements, Adechina is credited
with carving the first set of sacred batd drums in Cuba. The
rhythms of the batd are used to praise the orisha spirits of
the Lucumi, and the preparation of the drums requires ex-
tensive sacred knowledge as well as carving skills.
Adechina’s drums were said to call the orishas so beauti-
fully that they were called, in Spanish, la voz de oro (the
voice of gold).

Adechina was also a founder of one of the most famous of
Lucumi religious organizations, El Cabildo Yemaya de Regla
(The Yemaya Association of Regla). Yemaya, protector of the
seas, one of the most prominent of the orisha spirits, corre-
sponded to the Catholic Virgin of Regla. On her feast day, the
Cabildo would honor both the Catholic saint and the African
spirit in public processions. Adechina passed on the leader-
ship of the Cabildo to his daughter Josefa “Pepa” Herrara,
who built the processions into a national institution famous
throughout the island in the 1930s and 1940s.

Perhaps Adechina’s greatest contribution to African
spirituality was his development of the Ifd priesthood in
Cuba. Ifd is a Yoruba oracular system of great subtlety that
organizes and makes available the medical and spiritual
knowledge of the Yoruba ancestors. Ordination as an Ifd
priest takes many years of arduous training. Adechina set
a standard of excellence that is recognized today by every
practitioner. He trained the majority of the most influen-
tial Ifd priests of the next generation, and nearly every
practitioner today will claim Adechina as part of his
priestly lineage.

—Joseph M. Murphy

See also: Orishas; Priests; Santerfa
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Adelheid (Adelaide)
(931-999 C.E.)
Christian empress
Adelheid, a queen of tenth-century Italy and empress of Ger-
many, has been venerated since her death on December 17,
999. Described as beautiful, virtuous, humble, and compas-
sionate by her biographer Odilo, abbot of the monastery of
Cluny, in his Epitaphium Adelheidae (Epitaph of the august
lady, Adelheid), written shortly after her death, she was an
extremely generous supporter of the church. Despite her po-
litical status and wealth, she was well known for her modesty
and charity to the poor. Odilo promoted her as worthy of
veneration and the reason behind the prosperity in the king-
dom and the expansion of its borders. Moreover, she liberally
supported Cluny and founded monasteries at Payerne, Pavia,
and Selz and endowed them with gifts of land, buildings,
gems, and precious vestments. She was canonized a saint by
Pope Urban II in 1097.

Adelheid was born in 931, the daughter of King Rudolph
I of Burgundy and Bertha of Swabia. She married King
Lothar of Italy in 947 and bore a daughter. Upon Lothar’s
death three years later, Adelheid ruled alone until her king-
dom was attacked by Berengar of Ivrea, who took the throne
for himself and threw her into prison. Odilo describes her
eventual escape to the castle of Canossa in northern Italy as
miraculous and ordained by God. Adelheid’s appeal for help
was answered by King Otto I of Germany, who defeated
Berengar and married her in 951, linking both kingdoms
under his rule and influence. In 962, Pope John XII crowned
the couple emperor and empress, titles of enormous political
and even sacred status. They had two children, the future
Emperor Otto II and Matilda. The latter would become
abbess of the convent of Quedlinburg, which had been
founded by Adelheid’s mother-in-law, St. Matilda.

Adelheid’s political activities as a powerful member of
her husband’s court were as well known as her pious ac-
tions. When Otto IT succeeded to the throne upon his fa-
ther’s death in 973, Adelheid retired to her brother’s lands in
Burgundy, apparently after an estrangement. They recon-
ciled, however, before he died ten years later. His son and
successor, Otto I1I, was only three years old when his father
died, and Adelheid served as coregent in his name with her
daughter-in-law, Empress Theophanu. She ruled alone as
regent after Theophanu’s death in 991 until Otto III came of
age. At last able to retire, Adelheid devoted her final years to
holy and charitable pursuits. She also participated in pre-
serving a cult of remembrance for the Ottonian dynasty. It
was her habit to celebrate the memories of her husband and
son on the anniversaries of their deaths by making dona-
tions in their names for prayers to be said for their souls.
She died in 999 at the age of sixty-eight, and, according to
Odilo, God revealed her sanctity through the many healing
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miracles that occurred at her tomb at Selz during the years
that followed.
—Helen A. Gaudette

See also: Christianity and Holy People; Gender and Holy People;
Matilda; Odilo of Cluny; Rulers as Holy People
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Adham, Ibrahim ibn

(c. 730-777 or 790 C.E.)

Muslim mystic

Ibrahim b. Adham b. Mansur b. Yazid b. Jabir al-"Ijli, a cele-
brated sufi mystic, has become a symbol of the devout re-
nunciation considered necessary on the sufi path of spiritual
elevation. Century after century, the anecdotes regarding his
generosity to others, austere habits, simple lifestyle, and
earnest prayers have been the lore of Muslim mystics across
regions and cultures.

Born in around 730, Ibrahim ibn Adham was descended
from an affluent Arab family that had settled in Balkh. In 754
or earlier, he traveled to Syria in search of a spiritual path,
leading a quasi-nomadic life and traveling to various parts of
the greater Syrian and Palestinian regions. As he sought spiri-
tual transcendence, he maintained himself by engaging in var-
ious types of labor, such as reaping or grinding grain or toiling
in orchards. He did not believe in begging or in becoming a
burden to others. He also engaged in military operations at the
Byzantine border. He apparently participated in two land and
two naval expeditions, dying in the second naval expedition
sometime around 777 or later from an illness of the stomach.
A variety of locales have been reported as his place of burial,
including a Byzantine island, Egypt, Tyre, Baghdad, Damas-
cus, Jerusalem, and Jabala on the Syrian coast.

Ibrahim’s life story is explored in his medieval biogra-
phy, which is based on plausible historical data, as well as in
hagiographical and legendary lore. He has been portrayed
as a ruler of Balkh who abdicated to embark on a spiritual
quest after meeting with the immortal guide Khidr. It is dif-
ficult to determine the circumstances that may have re-
sulted in the creation of this lore, connected as it is with the
legend of the Buddha. Alternatively, it is surmised that his
migration from Khorasan to Syria could have been due to
sociopolitical factors.
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Far-flung literature regarding Adham attests to his pop-
ularity for more than a millennium. In Persian literature,
the figure of Ibrahim takes on many extraordinary features.
In Farid al-Din ‘Attar’s early thirteenth-century Tazkiratul-
awliya’ (Muslim saints and mystics), he is presented as a
good-natured and ardently pious person who was con-
stantly engaged in ameliorating the condition of his fellow
humans and was deeply engrossed in a spiritual nexus with
God. In the non-Arabic realms of south and Southeast Asia,
especially those that were influenced by the Persian literary
diaspora, the narrative of Adham has taken on many hyper-
bolic details. In Turkish, Malay, Javanese, Sundanese, and
Bugis, as well as in several languages of the Indian subcon-
tinent, Ibrahim is endowed with fanciful and saintly char-
acteristics. Hence, many anecdotes of Ibrahim’s life as well
as his opinions have become permanently integrated in the
rich tapestry of Muslim spirituality. For instance, one often-
repeated didactic tale concerns the idea of repentance, that
is, the conscious effort to transform and transcend the
mundane self. In the story, one night Ibrahim hears sounds
on his roof and, upon investigation, finds a man hunting for
his camel. When Ibrahim suggests the absurdity of this ac-
tion, the man proclaims the utter uselessness of Ibrahim
trying to find spiritual elevation while surrounded by lux-
ury. Ibrahim repents, gives up his belongings, and embarks
on his quest for transcendence.

—Habibeh Rahim

See also: Hagiography; Mysticism and Holy People; Status; Sufism
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Adventus

(I1st-4th cent. C.E.)

Roman imperial cult ritual

In the imperial state cult of Rome, the emperor was wor-
shipped as a god. Rarely seen by the public, especially in the
provinces, he was generally a remote figure. There was great
anticipation and awe whenever he was to visit, and those

who wished to honor and pay homage to him celebrated the
moment of his arrival. The event, termed the adventus, was
sometimes considered an occasion for miracles, but more
often it was a time for oratory, adulation, and a series of reli-
gious rites, such as the burning of incense, lighting of altars,
and sacrifice.

The motivation, however, for such an outpouring of joy
and exultation was not entirely religious. It was also inher-
ently political. Typically notified in advance of the antici-
pated adventus, the subjects could therefore be expected to
arrange elaborate festivities, which sometimes were taken as
a reflection of their loyalty. Some emperors appeared to seek
and virtually require the attention and accompanying cere-
monies practiced in their worship; others would attempt to
arrive secretly to avoid the commotion and financial burden
such an event would cause. Seemingly, the emperors most
anxious to encourage worship and who expected the greatest
attention, such as Caligula, Nero,and Commodus, were often
the most unpopular.

The roots of the imperial adventus can be found in the
earlier provincial tradition of greeting governors and other
prominent Romans with a large reception. Moreover, similar
receptions and processions were held for the arrival of cer-
tain imperial images, a symbolic way of worshipping the em-
peror in his absence and creating the feel of his presence. Al-
though the solemnity of the adventus of an emperor
remained intact, the role of spectators and certain religious
rites faded into the background with the later Christian em-
perors. Sacrifices were no longer part of the event and direct
prayer to the emperor was discouraged.

—Shannon H. Neaves

See also: Mediterranean Religions of Antiquity and Holy People;
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Aelred of Rievaulx

(1110-1167 C.E.)

Christian monk, theologian

Aelred, Cistercian monk and abbot in Yorkshire, England, is
remembered today especially for his theologically bold state-
ment that “God is friendship.” Aelred believed in the practice



and centrality of friendship in monastic and Christian life.
His writings Speculum caritatis (The Mirror of charity) and
De spirituali amicitia (Spiritual friendship) are some of the
finest expressions of a spiritual revolution that took place in
western Europe in the twelfth century. Continuing the initial
impulses of monks such as Anselm of Canterbury, Aelred
welcomed the presence of individual emotional bonds in the
monastery as a means to strengthen the life of the commu-
nity. Ignoring a tradition going back to the Egyptian and Syr-
ian deserts, where friends were considered to be a threat to
salvation, Aelred could not imagine life without friends, in
whom he found the image of Jesus Christ.

Aelred remained loyal to his Anglo-Saxon roots and cel-
ebrated the memory of the local saints of his native area
around Hexham and Durham in the north of England. In
his youth, however, he was sent farther north, to the court
of the Scottish king, where he enjoyed material success but
felt guilty and even suicidal because of his attraction to
other men and especially because of an attachment to one
other youth. In joining the newly founded Cistercian
monastery of Rievaulx in Yorkshire in 1134, however,
Aelred entered into a way of life in which he could combine
his love of other men with his desire to live in chastity and
inner harmony.

Aclred was a natural-born leader and in 1143 was sent
out to found a new daughter house of Rievaulx in Lin-
colnshire. In 1147, he was recalled to Rievaulx to become its
abbot, a post he enjoyed until his death in 1167, combining
spiritual counseling of his monks with political involvement
in the society of his day. The portrait of Aelred provided by
his biographer, the monk Walter Daniel, points to a man who
enjoyed his life in community and insisted that even an
abbot can have special friends. Under Aelred, Rievaulx ex-
panded its numbers and founded new daughter houses,
which Aelred regularly visited. His most revealing spiritual
statement is his Precatio pastoralis (Pastoral prayer), where
he summed up the concerns of his spiritual life and his love
of the monastic life in friendship and community. He has
never officially been canonized but is considered by Cister-
cians today as one of their fathers and saints. His feast day is
January 12.

— Brian Patrick McGuire

See also: Christianity and Holy People; Monasticism and Holy
People
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Aesthetics and Holy People

In many of the world’s religions the holy person as creative
artist is an occasional theme; it plays a central role, though,
in the identification of holiness in the religions of India and
Japan. The association of holy people with poetry, song,
dance, and the visual arts, whether they are used to convey a
religious message or as a mode of self-expression and con-
tact with the divine by holy people, has led to new forms and
practices in various cultures.

As far as the sources allow us to see, many founders of
world religions were creative geniuses in their ability to ex-
press their messages in clear, compelling, attractive terms.
For example, the seventeen short hymns attributed to
Zoroaster are models of poetic genius, and the works of the
Sikh gurus are similarly valued in the Sikh religion. Tales
also tell that Mani was renowned as an artist, illustrating ac-
counts of his visions in an effort to make their sense clear to
others—he is still remembered in the Muslim world as the
greatest painter who ever lived.

In Indian religions, however, poetry, music, and dance
have been regarded not simply as a means to convey reli-
gious ideas but as acts of worship and paths to enlighten-
ment in their own right. Much of popular Hindu religious
practice is the singing of hymns, a practice that helps to ex-
plain the great number of poet-saints of Hinduism. Espe-
cially important is the belief that music can articulate the
order of the cosmos itself, thus making the musician a part
of the greater order of the universe. This is central, for exam-
ple, in the hagiography of Chaitanya (1486-1533), the great
Hindu god-saint famed for ecstatic devotion, which he ex-
pressed in dance and song, in that way participating in di-
vine creativity itself. The sants, poet-saints, are especially
noted for their utter devotion to a particular god, expressed
in often-ecstatic poetry and hymns that circulated for cen-
turies in large areas of India. Hundreds of examples can be
found of Hindu holy people most clearly defined through
their devotion expressed through poetry and music, such as
the Alvars, a group of twelve great devotional poets of the
sixth through ninth centuries, whose very name means
“saintly masters.”

Poetry seems to have taken on a more central role in
Hindu religion at about that time as part of the transfor-
mation of Hinduism to respond to the Buddhist challenge.
For example, the Tamil poet and holy man Manikavacakar,
who lived in the eighth or ninth century, was repelled by
the impersonality he saw in Buddhism and turned instead
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to poetry as an expression of his intense devotion to the
deity Shiva. Similarly, the Nayanars, a group of sixty-three
singing poet-saints of the seventh to ninth centuries,
spread devotion to Shiva with their hymns. In general,
these holy people seem to have used their hymns for a dual
purpose: to experience love for their god in a deeper way
than was otherwise possible, and to express that love as a
lesson to others. (The Hindu poet Kamalakanta Bhat-
tacarya (c. 1769-1821) even charmed a gang of highway
robbers by singing to Kali.) Many were prolific composers,
and pious legend has probably increased the numbers of
their works. For example, the great female poet-saint
Bahinabai (c. 1628-c. 1700) wrote nearly 1,000 devotional
songs, while Purandaradasa (1485-1565) proclaims in one
of his songs that he had composed 475,000 (of which about
1,500 are extant). This emphasis on music and dance for
both the personal journey to God and to instruct others
also appears among Muslim holy people of India, such as
the sufi Muinuddin Muhammad Chishti, who actively en-
couraged music and chant as a way to feed the soul.

Similarly, the religions of Japan have defined holy people
with a strong stress on aesthetic sensibility as central both to
the holy person’s own development and as a teaching aid for
those less spiritually endowed. Thus, the Japanese Pure Land
teacher Ippen created the practice of dancing for joy while
chanting the nembutsu (the praise of Amida Buddha). It was
in Zen, though, that aesthetics grew to a central holy charac-
teristic. Zen calligraphy is a holy act in which the writer
comes to participate in the buddha-nature of everything in
the cosmos. Many Zen masters emphasized beauty as a way
to the divine. The scholar Muso Soseki (1275-1351) was
renowned for his poetry and the creation of the “Zen gar-
den”; Tkkyu (1394-1481) was a great developer of Zen arts
and a noted poet; Hakuin Zenji (1685-1769) was an impor-
tant painter, calligrapher, and sculptor—just to name a few
of the many Zen masters best known for their aesthetics.
Several of Japan’s Neo-Confucian holy people emphasized
similar artistic qualities, and beauty is central to Shinto be-
lief; it is an ancient belief that beautifully phrased speech
can bring blessings from the kami (sacred powers)—and
vice versa.

In other religions, holy people have formed a special con-
nection to the divine through their skill in music or the arts.
A particularly famous case is that of the Greek Orpheus, in
legend the son of Apollo (god of music) and a muse, whose
music was so powerful it could win over the gods of the un-
derworld, and whose head kept singing even after it had
been cut off. In Christianity, the Byzantine saint Romanos
the Melodist (c. 490-c. 560), the greatest hymn writer of the
Eastern church, was reputed to have gained his skill because
the Virgin Mary visited him and gave him a scroll to eat; the
sixth-century Yared, creator of the Ethiopian liturgy, was said

to have been mystically carried to the Garden of Eden to hear
the seraphim singing before he took the music back to earth.
Relatively few Christian saints are noted for their skill in
other arts, but among them are the metalworking saints
Bernward and Eligius, the Renaissance artist Fra Angelico (c.
1387-1455), and the great Russian icon painter Andreas
Rublev (fifteenth century).

Other poets and hymn writers, although not regarded as
creative geniuses, have sought to express their own impres-
sions of the divine and inspire others. Several Christian
saints are known for their hymns, such as Ephrem the Syrian
(c. 306-373), Paulinus of Nola (c. 354-431), and Godric of
Finchale (c. 1065-1170), the author of the first extant lyric
poems in English. Poets such as John of the Cross (1542-
1591) and Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844-1889) have in-
spired many with their poetic vision. Similarly, Judah Halevi
(c.1075-1141) was a brilliant poet in Hebrew, and the great
Tibetan saint Milarepa (1052-1135) produced a series of
spontaneous songs after his enlightenment that are still an
important source of inspiration to Tibetan Buddhists.

In Islam, vernacular verse was a powerful tool to convert
the countryside, used by reformers such as Uthman dan
Fodio in eighteenth-century West Africa; his mystical verses
were said to have a hypnotic effect on his followers. Muslim
Turkish poetry by such holy men as Yunus Emre (c.
1241-1320/1321), Kaygasuz Abdal (fifteenth century), and
the modern mystical poet Asaf Celebi (1907-1958) have
been especially central in making mystical Islam compre-
hensible to a vernacular audience. Indeed, much of the mys-
tical writing of the Muslim sufis is poetic, often of great
beauty, and many of the great sufi mystics, such as Mevlana
Jalaluddin Rumi (1207-1273) and Omar Khayyam (c.
1048-1122), are best known today as poets. But Rumi, espe-
cially, went beyond poetry to a complete aesthetic experience
as a means to religious expression and enlightenment, leav-
ing typical Muslim practice to give music and dance a cen-
tral place. He especially instituted a circular dance for his fol-
lowers to replicate the movement of the heavenly bodies and
all of creation dancing with joy around God—his sufi order
is known to the West as the “whirling dervishes.” Hasidic
Jewish leaders such as Nahman of Bratslav (1772-1811) also
encouraged dancing as a religious experience.

Dance is also important to the religious traditions of
Africa and the Americas. African spirit mediums often
dance to attain a trance state that allows them to speak to
spirits of gods, as do practitioners of Native American reli-
gions. The power of dance has been adopted by several mod-
ern religious leaders, such as Kitamura Sayo (1900-1967),
the founder of the Japanese new religion Tensho Kotai Jin-
gukyo. Her movement is known as “the dancing faith” be-
cause of the central role of dance to induce ecstatic states.
Similarly, churches in America are dedicated to the jazz mu-



sician “Saint” John Coltrane (1926-1967), who was pos-
sessed by spirits while making music. In Santerfa, the ability
to make the sacred drums that can call the gods is itself re-
garded as a holy trait.

—Phyllis G. Jestice
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Zthelwold

(d. 984 c.E.)

Christian monk, bishop, reformer

Born to a prosperous English family sometime during the
reign of Edward the Elder (899-924), Athelwold received an
early education in sacred literature. While still a youth, he
joined the court of King Athelstan and in time received holy
orders. While at court, ZAthelwold and Dunstan became in-
terested in the monastic reform movement then emanating
from continental centers such as Cluny and Fleury. This be-
came their inspiration for the revival of monasticism, which
had virtually disappeared from England after decades of
Viking incursions.

When Dunstan became abbot of Glastonbury (c. 939),
Athelwold became a monk there. He also continued his ed-
ucation, reading deeply in the church fathers and acquiring a
command of Latin grammar and metrics that was remark-
able for his day. His interest in reform continued, and he con-
sidered entering the stricter discipline of a monastery over-
seas. King Eadred (r. 946-955), however, forestalled him,
offering him the abbacy of a long-neglected monastery at
Abingdon instead. With royal patronage, Athelwold turned
Abingdon into a well-regulated community governed by the
Benedictine Rule. To ensure that his household conformed to
the highest standards, he dispatched one of his monks to
Fleury to observe continental customs firsthand.

When in 963 King Edgar (r. 957-975) made him bishop
of Winchester, Athelwold carried his reforms into the
churches of his see. He replaced the cathedral canons with
monks from Abingdon, establishing a model of monastic
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cathedrals replicated elsewhere in England. He then estab-
lished other monastic communities in Winchester and else-
where, including formerly Danish East Anglia. He endowed
his foundations generously with lands and legal privileges
and, when necessary, pursued legal action to protect their
rights. To ensure proper knowledge of monastic practice, he
translated the Benedictine Rule into Old English, and he
compiled the Regularis concordia (Concordance of rules), a
set of regulations to promote monastic discipline through-
out England.

In many respects, Zthelwold was a model tenth-century
churchman, working for reform in concert with his king. An
able administrator, he saw his churches prosper: The fame of
Winchester’s Old Minster grew when Zthelwold promoted
the cult of St. Swithin there and rebuilt the church to accom-
modate throngs of pilgrims. Although he lived austerely and
governed his subordinates with strict discipline, he also had
a reputation for generosity and compassion, selling church
treasures to provide for the poor in times of famine.

Zthelwold died from an illness on August 1,984, and his
tomb became a cult center where miracles reportedly oc-
curred. But his true legacy is illustrated by the vision as-
cribed to St. Dunstan while he was still at Glastonbury: In
the vision, a huge tree spread its limbs over all England, and
on every branch hung monks’ cowls. Athelwold’s own cowl
stretched high above the rest, protecting them all. The vision
may be legend, but it reflects Athelwold’s role in the reestab-
lishment of English monasticism. His reforms, supported by
a revival of learning, were carried on by his pupils, many of
whom occupied places of authority in the English church.

—Nancy M. Thompson
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Afra of Augsburg

(d.c.304CE.)

Christian martyr

Afra, a female Christian martyr of the late Roman Empire,
was the original patron saint of Augsburg in southern Ger-
many. Little is known about the historical Afra, although
her grave was visited in 565 by the scholar and poet Venan-
tius Fortunatus. Martyred during the Christian persecu-
tions of the Roman emperor Diocletian (284-305), she is
first mentioned in the Martyrology of St. Jerome, which
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was composed around 450 in northern Italy. Centuries later,
several accounts of her martyrdom were composed to ac-
company the solemn celebration of her feast day, August 5.

Written in the eighth century, these earliest narratives
portray Afra as a former prostitute in Augsburg who was
converted to Christianity by an otherwise unknown Bishop
Narcissus from Gerona in Spain. Arrested for being a Chris-
tian, she refused to renounce her new faith and was burned
at the stake. When her mother and servants, who were also
Christians, tried to bury her remains, they were discovered
and likewise burned in the tomb where they were hiding.
None of these accounts, however, have any historical value
and probably arose from the original author’s misreading of
the Martyrology of St. Jerome. By contrast, three eleventh-
century saints’ calendars from Augsburg call Afra a “virgin,”
and given the unreliability of the earlier accounts, this de-
scription seems more plausible. Later on, in the twelfth cen-
tury, crusaders brought the oral tradition of St. Afra’s legend
with them to the Holy Land, and a version of her life was
composed in Armenian.

Through many centuries St. Afra’s cult was kept alive by
monks of the monastery dedicated to her in Augsburg. Dur-
ing rebuilding of the monastery in1064, a Roman sarcopha-
gus supposedly containing the charred remains of a female
body was discovered, which to this day is preserved under
the church’s main altar. When the rebuilding was completed
in 1071, the monastery was rededicated to Sts. Ulrich and
Afra, honoring both its traditional patron and the city’s new
saint, Ulrich, who was canonized by Pope John XV in 993.1In
the long run, the cult of the surely historical and well-docu-
mented St. Ulrich superseded that of St. Afra, whose venera-
tion remained largely localized within the diocese of Augs-
burg. In medieval imagery, Afra is often shown with a tree, to
which she was supposedly bound before being burned.

—Steven Sargent
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African Religions and Holy People

Historically, holy or exceptional persons in the vast area
lying south of the Sahara desert (also known as sub-Saharan
Africa) have been based in their own ethnic communities,
residing among people speaking a common language or di-
alect. There are diverse linguistic, cultural, ethnic, and reli-
gious identities defining the peoples of sub-Saharan Africa.

These identities have emerged under the auspices of holy
people who have defined and helped to develop the different
ways the inhabitants of the continent have related to reli-
gious beliefs over the years.

Suffice it to mention that there are perhaps as many or
even more religious practices and systems than the more
than 2,000 languages spoken presently in sub-Saharan
Africa. Indeed, most indigenous religious and cultural prac-
tices in Africa are generally subsumed within the different
existing ethnicities among clans and families. Each group
has its own religious systems with sets of beliefs and prac-
tices that they follow. However, there are exceptions to the
rule that weds ethnicity to the practice of religion. In fact,
some African communities, such the Kiga, Hutu, and Tutsi,
on the one hand, and the Matumbi, Hehe, and Zaramo, on
the other, share deities, spirits, and cults. In sub-Saharan
Africa, foreign religions such as Christianity, Islam, Hindu,
Baha’i,and Judaism are practiced across ethnic divides with-
out restrictions. Since their importation onto the continent,
these religions have attracted adherents from different cul-
tures beyond ethnic and linguistic boundaries, being accom-
modated into the different linguistic groupings.

Religion in the entire region is imbedded and can be dis-
cerned in beliefs, rituals, ceremonies, and the roles of reli-
gious officials. The religious officials occupy important posi-
tions as mediators between the spiritual realm and the
physical world of human experience. Setting themselves
apart from the main group of followers as leaders, mediums,
priests, and interpreters of the divine order and as social in-
novators with rare skills in their societies, holy people have
led the masses in a wide range of religious and political ex-
periences, in economic development, and in the achievement
of general social stability. The leaders of various religions
and cultural systems in sub-Saharan Africa have claimed
that they possessed natural gifts and exceptional personal
qualities of divine kinds. The gifts have provided them with
opportunities to occupy positions of privilege above other
members of society, and they have used them to extend their
influence and power over members of society. In short, holy
persons have claimed to possess divine leadership to guide
their communities in a wide range of sociocultural and eco-
nomic activities. These activities include religious, political,
military, economic, and technological endeavors. In addi-
tion, holy persons in sub-Saharan Africa have been expected
to exorcise evil spirits and to heal the sick and the physically
afflicted members of their societies.

Those individuals who have led their communities into
these different realms, including the divine, have more often
than not been held in high esteem and venerated as holy.
They have helped in the various aspects of development in
their societies by generating new ideas. The aristocracy,
medicine people, priests, and other holy people have had
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Dogon elder reading oracles. Sangha Village, Mali. (Art Directors)

leadership responsibilities of managing cults and ensuring
that they serve the plebeians. Given that there are different
forms of holiness in sub-Saharan Africa, it is imperative to
analyze separately the perceptions of holy people within the
specific realms in which they have made their contributions:
religion and healing; political and military; and economic
and technological. Moreover, their activities have been ac-
complished in five regions of the continent: eastern Africa,
the Horn of Africa, western Africa, central Africa, and south-
ern Africa and the Indian Ocean islands.

Even with the above-mentioned categories, one cannot
exhaustively tabulate all characteristics that have been used
in Africa to define a person as holy. Instead, it is important to
adopt an approach that will simplify holiness or sainthood
and explain these concepts in generalized yet clear terms.
That is, holy people can be defined as exceptional persons
believed to possess divine powers of various kinds for the
benefit of individuals in society. Some scholars of African re-
ligions have correctly argued that indigenous African spiri-
tuality permeated the realms of divination, rainmaking,
prayer invocations, faith healing, blessings and salutations,
sacrifices and offerings, religious mediumship, and custodi-
anship of shrines. The functions of diviners, mediums, ora-
cles, and seers have been to find out hidden secrets or forms
of knowledge that are not easily accessible to everyone, to

simplify the messages, and then to pass them on to other
members of society.

Normally, diviners have worked with both male and fe-
male medicine people in the local communities to decipher
complex social phenomena and experiences. The main pre-
occupation of diviners is to identify sources of physical, psy-
chological, and social afflictions troubling people. Diviners
are concerned with finding out which spirit may be trou-
bling a possessed person, its intentions, and what ought to
be done to stop the malaise associated with it. According to
common knowledge, the work of diviners is complemented
by that of holy persons with the special gift of communicat-
ing with the spirit world at will, known as mediums. Indeed,
in their communication with the spirit world, mediums may
only be possessed by one spirit, and in such a case they are
said to be married to the spirit that supposedly controls
them. Priests generally have been responsible for training
mediums in the religious ritual of communicating with the
spirits.

Seers are people who claim to have natural power to see
certain things or symbols not readily comprehensible to ordi-
nary people. They foresee and interpret events before they
take place and as such command respect from other mem-
bers of society because of their high sense of intuition. Unlike
other holy people, however, seers do not undergo training of
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any sort but possess natural gifts that distinguish them from
the rest of the people. The work of seers is complemented by
the roles ritual elders play in society. The ritual elders per-
form ceremonies in their villages and for entire communities
when needed. Ritual elders hold the office courtesy of exem-
plary leadership abilities they possess and because of their
advanced age and experience compared to other members of
the community. These people are versed in the social proce-
dures of ritual and prayer and possess profound knowledge
in local customs.

Another group of significant holy persons is the rain-
makers, a hereditary position in most African communities.
Rainmakers heal the hungry land by undertaking rituals
and ceremonies believed to bring rainfall when needed in
the cultivation of land and for livestock tending, thus ensur-
ing society’s continued reproduction. The son or daughter of
a rainmaker takes special training for the position from
childhood at the feet of an experienced elder in the art. Be-
cause rainmakers are healers of the land, rainmaking has
been a highly respected profession that has often been com-
bined with other forms of leadership, such as chieftainship
or priesthood. In cases where rainmaking was not heredi-
tary, individuals have claimed to have received the gift
through dreams or messages from spirits.

Priests and priestesses constitute the last group of holy
people. Their work is to take care of religious places, to lead
people into worship, and to receive offerings and sacrifices
on behalf of God or the spirits of ancestors. In some in-
stances, they have also acted as seers and mediums. Priests
and priestesses have usually received training in temples or
religious sanctuaries from other holy persons. All spiritual
officials have had the task of ensuring a continuous relation-
ship between the Supreme Being and the people by inter-
preting the divine order. Thus, they have often become lead-
ers in the wide range of religious ritual as venerated persons
in their communities.

Religion and Healing

The most famous holy people in sub-Saharan Africa are
those who have reworked local cultural ontology and reli-
gious practices in novel ways to create unique or outstanding
creolized identities of multiple cultural sheds. Most holy
people fall under the categories of mediums, faith healers,
and innovators of local religious cultural practices and be-
liefs. They have reworked the ontological views of indige-
nous people and their belief systems in ongoing processes
that ensured continuity of tradition as well as cultural adap-
tations and change. By reworking indigenous beliefs, holy
persons have accommodated while rejecting at the same
time those elements they perceived to be anachronistic in
favor of modern ways in consonance with the new socioeco-
nomic realities of their communities.

On the one hand, holy people such as Ezana and Haile Se-
lassie of Ethiopia; Ogtin and Oy4 of Nigeria; Nongqawuse of
South Africa; Nyabingi of Rwanda; Mirambo, Nyungu ya
Mawe, and Kinjikitile Ngwale of Tanzania; Moraa Moka Ngiti,
Koitalel arap Samoei, and Waiyaki wa Hinga of Kenya; and
Ayuel Longar of Sudan, among others, led their communities
in cultural and spiritual realms by building on indigenous
forms of knowledge to bring about continuity and change in
cultural practices. They served as protectors of their peoples’
interests, conducting rituals and making libations in honor of
their ancestors and generally organizing activities to appease
local heroes and divinities. On the other hand, however, are
those individuals who have synchronized local ideas with
new religious concepts from Europe and Asia such as Chris-
tianity, Islam, and Judaism to create new communities of re-
ligious followers with new ideologies. These synchronizations
led to the emergence of various independent churches, Mus-
lim brotherhoods, and sects such as the Bayudaya commu-
nity (indigenous African Jewish sect) in Uganda.

Christianity and Islam are perhaps the two most impor-
tant religions that have been adopted and their rituals re-
worked to suit various African social and political environ-
ments. The religious and cultural encounters of indigenous
societies with those of these incoming sects have given rise
to creolized independent religious movements as a result of
negotiation of local and foreign elements in Africa. Some of
the independent movements and sects include indigenous
religions such as Kimbanguism, led by Simon Kimbangu;
Dini ya Musambwa, led by Elijah Masinde; and the Mouride
brotherhood, led by Cheikh Ahmad Bamba. Other holy per-
sons who have contributed to religious innovations include
Nana Asma’u Fodio, Uthman dan Fodio, and Shaykh Sidi al-
Mukhtar-al Kabir al Kintu in western Africa; Semei Kakun-
gulu (the founder of an indigenous African Jewish commu-
nity in Uganda), Kalemba Mulumba (Wante) Matthias,
Charles Lwanga, and Janani Jakaliya Luwum in Uganda; and
Alice Lenshina and Johane Masowe in southern Africa,
among others. Different communities in sub-Saharan Africa
remember such people in praise songs, heroic epics, works of
art, legends, and folklore as holy or people of exceptional di-
vine-acquired skills because of the role they played in the so-
cial and ideological transformations of the communities.

Among the Dinka of southern Sudan, tales abound of the
heroic deeds of a holy person called Ayuel Longar who pos-
sessed magical means of getting water for his cattle by
pulling up tufts of grass. This mysterious act kept his cattle
fat and sleek. In most of central and western Africa, there are
revered people such as Mami Wata, a legendary figure vener-
ated as a goddess who heals illness, especially infertility, and
brings prosperity to those who make a living from the ocean,
rivers, and lagoons through fishing and commerce. In the
Sudan, a scholar called Ahmed Baba, a holy man of faith who



excelled in theology at a learning center of Timbuktu, is
revered. Another man of great reverence was Cheikh Ahmad
Bamba of Senegal, who had a great following because of his
quranic teachings. Others, such as Mbatian, ruled over the
Maasai with distinction as a medicine man who not only
healed but foretold the future of his people before the onset
of British colonialism in Kenya. Kalemba, Lwanga, and
Luwum died as Christian martyrs, and Kakungulu founded
an independent sect of Judaism in colonial Uganda as a chal-
lenge to colonial Christian churches.

Political and Military Leaders

Many communities in sub-Saharan Africa have had political
rulers and military leaders who were chiefs, kings, queens,
rainmakers, and priests, among others. Because these offices
derived their legitimacy from the Supreme Being, people
have considered them to be holy, regarding the occupants as
mystical and religious heads. In short, they have often served
as a divine symbol of their people’s health and welfare. In-
deed, the sacred nature of the offices explains why religious
ceremony and ritual has characterized day-to-day activities.
Local folklore and legends in most sub-Saharan African so-
cieties have linked kingship or chieftainship with God. In
fact, myths of various kinds claim that founder leaders of
communities possessed powers emanating from God. In so-
cial imagination, therefore, such leaders appeared mysteri-
ously from the sky or from a spiritual world imbued with di-
vine or sacral powers as representatives of God in the
universe. People came to regard them as God’s earthly
viceroys, according them highly elevated positions and titles,
such as “savior,” “protector;” and “chief of divinities.”

Given the argument that leadership is divine, kings,
chiefs, and queens acquired praise names. For example,
Haile Selassie of Ethiopia was named the “Lion of Judah” to
denote that he was “the chosen one of God.” There are many
other instances in Africa that lend credence to the argument
about divine leadership. There was an indigenous cult in
southwestern Uganda and Rwanda known as Nyabingi that
was named after its founder, a formidable woman leader.
The Nyabingi cult has had various priests and priestesses
who popularized it among the Hutu and Kiga people of the
region. According to the Nandi people of Kenya, Koitalel arap
Samoei was a distinguished leader who gallantly fought Eu-
ropean colonialism. Legend has it that arap Samoei was
filled with divine power. The Kikuyu people remember
Waiyaki wa Hinga for leading his people in war against the
Maasai and the British imperialists in Kenya. Folklore in
Tanzania is awash with various charismatic political and
military leaders possessing special gifts that are considered
to be holy or saints. These persons include Mirambo,
Nyungu ya Mawe, and Kinjikitile, among others. They draw
a large following because of their special abilities in politics
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and warfare. Communities in Tanzania believe that war
medicine played an important role in the campaigns of these
individuals and that their leaders needed the foundation of
legitimate ritual chieftainship to rule them. In their cam-
paigns, these people forced the conquered rulers to forfeit
their ritual powers to them, thus becoming divine rulers.
Using medicine assumed to be divinely acquired, Kinjikitile
mobilized the Hehe people in a revolt against colonial Ger-
man rule in Tanganyika.

Economics and Technology

Holy people in sub-Saharan Africa have often been involved
in the day-to-day economic activities in their societies, in-
cluding metalworking, mining, pottery, fishing, hunting, and
weaving and basketry, among others. The field of metal-
working—iron smelting and goldsmithing—not only re-
quires specialized skills but historically was couched in eso-
teric ritual and ceremony, the domain of a few members of
the communities who were the experts. Indeed, in most of
sub-Saharan Africa, metalworking was a secret trade whose
practitioners supposedly possessed magical powers to un-
dertake the profession skillfully and responsibly for the
larger society. The professions of metalworking were gener-
ally confined within particular families or clans and passed
on from parents to their offspring. Metals such as iron and
gold were used in the manufacture of ornaments and other
paraphernalia for leaders, tools, implements, and weapons,
including spears and arrows.

Given the highly specialized functions that metals per-
formed, they were considered sacred—hence a special
group of individuals in society was accorded the responsibil-
ity of closely controlling and regulating their use. In fact,
holy people presided over special rites and ceremonies dur-
ing the processing of mining, smelting, and manufacturing
items from the metals. Because of the significance of metals
in the lives of the people of sub-Saharan Africa, most com-
munities believed that there were special deities that con-
trolled the process of producing metals and products made
out of them, a belief of which elements remain today. Since
metals were used in the day-to-day activities of individuals,
such as clearing and farming the land, hunting, and animal
husbandry, as well as in initiation ceremonies such as cir-
cumcision, metalworkers were honored as holy. Moreover,
the metals that were used in war, such as spears, arrows, and
swords, required the performance of special rituals, nor-
mally by metalworkers themselves.

Similarly, professions such as potterymaking and fishing
were considered sacred because of their importance in soci-
ety—a belief that new religions have not completely eradi-
cated. Society believed that the individuals who made their
livelihood from such professions were divinely endowed
with the Supreme Being’s power and goodwill. For instance,
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pottery was important in numerous ways—pots were used for
cooking food, brewing alcohol, storing water, boiling and
cooking herbs, and storing the insignia of medicine people.
Holy people also made some special pots for ritual purposes.
Consequently, in some sub-Saharan societies, individuals who
presided over the production of pottery were revered and con-
sidered holy. In communities that practiced hunting, hunters
were viewed as exceptional people who braved dangerous
grounds full of fierce wild animals of various kinds. Holy peo-
ple used some animals’ parts in healing, in carrying out gen-
eral medical practices, and in casting spells or exorcising spir-
its. Fishermen were revered in fishing societies because they
sojourned in mysterious, dangerous waters thought to be the
abode of spirits. The fact that fishermen brought home fish of
various types bore testimony to their mystical powers, espe-
cially in sea waters considered to have taken some of their an-
cestors during the period of slave trade.

—Hannington Ochwada
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AgaKhanI

(1817-1881 C.E.)

Isma'ili Muslim imam

Aga Khan I, Hassan Ali Shah, was the hereditary spiritual
leader of the Muslim group called the Shi'a Imami Nizari

Isma‘ili. He was the forty-sixth in a sequence of spiritual
guides who trace their descent to the prophet Muhammad
via his daughter Fatima, who was married to Ali b. Abi Talib.

The title of Agha Khan (spelled “Aga” by the family)
was bestowed upon him by the Iranian king Fateh Ali
Shah in 1818. This auspicious honor had followed a tragic
event. His father, Imam Khalilallah ‘Ali, had been assassi-
nated in Yazd. His mother, Bibi Sarcar Mata Salamat,
brought Hassan ‘Ali with her to Tehran to seek justice from
the king. She was successful in the presentation of her
grievance. An imperial order was issued whereby the gov-
ernor of Yazd, Haji Muhammad Zaman Khan, was com-
manded to arrest Hussain Yazdi, the main culprit, together
with his accomplices. To show his special favor, the king
bestowed on Hassan ‘Ali Shah the title of Aga Khan and
designated him governor of Mahallat and Qum. He also
presented him his oldest daughter, Sarv-i Jahan Begum, as
bride, together with 23,000 tumans to pay for wedding ex-
penses. The investiture as Aga Khan was performed at a
beautiful palace called the Qasr-i Qajar. Henceforth the
family has used this title.

After the sudden death of Fateh ‘Ali Shah in October
1834, his successor, Muhammad Shah, became inimical to-
ward Hassan ‘Ali. Hassan ‘Ali attended the coronation of the
new king in January 1935 and was subsequently appointed
governor of Kirman. Twenty months later he was replaced
by another governor and recalled to Tehran. Mirza Aghashi,
the prime minister, treated Hassan ‘Ali with disrespect and
attempted to disparage him. Hassan ‘Ali decided to make a
stand for his rights in Kirman. Eventually, in 1840-1841, he
migrated to the province of Sind in India and was welcomed
by the Talpur notables. He also developed a firm friendship
with Sir Charles Napier, the British governor-general of
Sind. Later, as a result of his constant support of the British,
he was granted the hereditary right to be called “his high-
ness.” Also, the Prince of Wales who later became King Ed-
ward VII visited his residence during his tour of India, fur-
ther honoring him.

From Sind, Hassan Ali came to Bombay in 1945. Here,
however, the long hostility of Muhammad Shah reached him.
He was made a political prisoner in Calcutta when the Qajar
ruler suggested to the British government that he was very
close to Iran. Finally, in 1848, with the end of Muhammad
Shah’s reign, Hassan ‘Ali returned to Bombay, where he es-
tablished his main center (Darkhana), and deputations of
his followers freely arrived from parts of the subcontinent as
well as from remote places such as Central Asia, Iran, Syria,
Yeman, and Africa. He devoted himself zealously to uplifting
his community in India and elsewhere until his death in
1881. His final resting place is in Mazagon in Bombay. The
site of his mausoleum, called Hasanabad, is frequented by
many Isma‘ili Muslims. Devout and pious, he refrained from



strife at all costs, even if migrating was the only option. His
legacy of peace and of helping humanity has endeared him
to many.

—Habibeh Rahim

See also: Aga Khan II; Aga Khan III; Aga Khan IV; Fatima bint
Muhammad; Hereditary Holiness; Imams; Islam and Holy
People; Muhammad; Politics and Holy People

References and further reading:

Daftary, Farhad. 1990. The Ismailis: Their History and Doctrines.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

.1998. A Short History of the Ismailis. Edinburgh: Edinburgh

University Press.

,ed. 2000. Intellectual Traditions in Islam. London: L. B. Tauris
and the Institute of Ismaili Studies.

Dawla, Ahmad Mirza Adud al-. 1908. Tarikh-i Adudi. Tehran.

Porter, Robert Ker. 1821. Travels in Georgia, Persia, Armenia, Ancient
Babylonia. London: Longman, Hurst, Reese, Orme, and Brown.

Aga Khan II

(1830-1885 C.E.)

Isma'ili Muslim imam

Shah ‘Ali Shah, Aga Khan II, was the forty-seventh heredi-
tary imam of the Shi'a Imami Nizari Isma‘ili Muslims. He
succeeded his father as imam in 1881. Known for his piety,
he was referred to as pir (holy elder). He was not only inter-
ested in spiritual elevation but also participated in the po-
litical process to further assist the Muslims of India and ini-
tiated many projects to promote the socioeconomic
development of his community. For several years he was the
president of the Muhammadan National Association. He
also served as a member of the Bombay Council for Making
Laws and Regulations.

In Bombay Shah Ali instituted the first of many Isma'‘ili
schools with a modern curriculum for children. This was
necessary at a time when Muslims lagged behind in “mod-
ern” education and hence could not be full participants in
British-based opportunities. In addition to his many talents
in education, public welfare, and spirituality, he was famed
for his interest in the sport of hunting. In his personal life he
faced much tragedy, however. After the death of his first wife,
Marium Sultan, he remarried. His next wife, who belonged to
a family that had come from Shiraz and resided in Bombay,
also died. He then married Nawab Alia Shams al-mulk, a
granddaughter of the Persian shah Fateh ‘Ali Shah. The mar-
riage ceremony was in Kirman in 1867. In the early 1880s,
his two eldest sons from his first marriage died in quick suc-
cession. He was very saddened, and in 1885 he died in the
city of Poona in India after serving as imam for only four
years. Subsequently he was buried in the city of Najaf in Iraq.
He was succeeded as imam by his son, Sultan Muhammad
Shah.

—Habibeh Rahim
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Aga Khan III

(1877-1957 C.E.)

Isma'‘ili Muslim imam

Shah Sultan Muhammad Shah, Aga Khan III, was the forty-
eighth hereditary imam of the Shi'a Imami Nizari Isma‘ili
Muslims. He succeeded his father, Shah Ali Shah, in 1905
when he was not quite eight years old. As the imam for more
than seventy years, Sultan Muhammad Shah directed the af-
fairs of his community with dynamic and charismatic lead-
ership. With vision and zeal, he managed to transform the
very ethos of his followers spread over several countries.
Within decades, they were changed from the sociophilo-
sophical realm of rural semiliterate farmers to the sophisti-
cated and educated world of industry and commerce. His
grandson Aga Khan IV praised him for accomplishing more
for the community than could otherwise have been done in
many generations.

Aga Khan III received several honors and awards. In
1911, when Emperor George V visited India for his corona-
tion durbar, Aga Khan IIT was made a Knight Grand Com-
mander of the Star of India (G.C.S.L.). For his positive con-
tribution in World War 1, in 1916 he received an eleven-gun
salute from the British, a rare diplomatic honor. Subse-
quently he was accorded the status of a first-class ruling
prince of the Bombay Presidency, though he did not possess
a territorial principality.

The Aga Khan actively participated in the struggles of the
Muslim community. In every way possible he sought to help
Muslim nations struggling to gain freedom from colonial
control. In 1906, he headed a Muslim delegation that re-
quested the British viceroy to consider the Muslims as a na-
tion within a nation rather than a minority so that they
would be entitled to adequate representation in local and na-
tional representative councils. In 1907, the Aga Khan helped
found the All-India Muslim League, over which he presided
until 1912. The aim of this organization was to provide a po-
litical forum to the Muslims of India. To provide Muslims
with proper education, he spearheaded the plan to make the
Muhammadan Anglo-Oriental College at Aligarh into an ac-
ademically prestigious university. Aligarh University was es-
tablished in 1920 with the Aga Khan as first vice-chancellor.
In 1928, he presided over the All-India Muslim Conference at



22 AgaKhanlV

Delhi, formulating Muslim policy on future independence
for India. With the guidance of the Aga Khan, the interests of
the Muslims of India were articulated and a demand was
made to the governing authorities that their rights be safe-
guarded within the context of a federal, self-governing India.

As the struggle for independence continued in the sub-
continent, the Aga Khan persisted in ensuring that the
British did not ignore Muslim interests. In 1930, he headed
the delegation of the Muslims of India at the Round Table
conference in London, which discussed the political future of
India. The Aga Khan’s political activities were not only for
Muslims but also for issues of human welfare more gener-
ally. Thus, in 1932, he was the representative for India at the
World Disarmament Conference. In 1937, he was elected
president of the League of Nations. This great honor attests
to the international stature of his reputation as a “citizen of
the world” Indeed, he was among the founding members of
the League of Nations, finding the organization deeply com-
patible with Islam’s revelation of peace. In fact, he considered
life per se as a divine gift to be cherished and felt that it is
only with peace that the true potential of life may be experi-
enced. He actively promoted world peace and strove consis-
tently for the prosperity of the underprivileged. In his Mem-
oirs, he stated, “Life is a great and noble calling, not a mean
and groveling thing to be shuffled through as best we can,
but a lofty and exalted destiny”” For him, “The spiritual di-
mension of existence is the defining characteristic of hu-
manity” (Aga Khan III 1954).

His view of the singular sacredness of life led Aga Khan III
to work throughout his life for the development of charitable
organizations in health, housing, education, and economic
activities. He donated substantial personal funds toward
charities and social welfare projects and conducted regular
fund-raising. In addition, on three occasions the Ismaili fol-
lowers of the Aga Khan attempted to raise funds for the
imam’s welfare projects, thus saluting him for his extraordi-
nary concern for those in need. These occasions were on his
fiftieth, sixtieth, and seventieth anniversaries as imam. These
events (spread over approximately two decades) have been
referred to, respectively, as the Golden, Diamond, and Plat-
inum Jubilees. On each occasion, his followers literally put
him on the scale and donated the equivalent of his weight in
gold, diamonds, or platinum. The proceeds went toward nu-
merous social welfare projects, including schools and li-
braries, hospitals, housing societies, vocational centers, bank-
ing institutions, industrial and technological development,
and scholarships for students. He urged his community to
participate in the modern progressive world and encouraged
the emancipation of women. He especially encouraged the
participation of women in community matters. Because of
his leadership, many women were provided with opportuni-
ties for secular education and socioeconomic welfare.

In 1905, as imam of the Nizari Isma‘ilis, the Aga Khan
had instituted a constitution. This reorganized the adminis-
tration of the community and formulated a hierarchy of
councils dealing with various matters such as health, sports,
youth, women’s issues, welfare, and so on. This constitution
was revised in 1926 and then periodically amended to suit
the changing times. As imam, he also issued verbal and writ-
ten directives, called farmans, to guide his community. In
addition to numerous treatises and letters to the editors of
various Indian and European newspapers, the Aga Khan
wrote two very important books that express his views and
provide an insight to his times and his sociopolitical milieu.
These include India in Transition: A Study in Political Evolu-
tion (1918) and The Memoirs of the Aga Khan: World Enough
and Time (1954).

This champion of Islam died on July 11, 1957, in his villa
near Geneva. He was subsequently buried in a mausoleum in
Aswan overlooking the Nile River. He was survived by two
sons, Prince Aly Khan and Prince Sadruddin, and two
grandsons, Prince Shah Karim al-Husaini and Prince Amyn
Muhammad. In his will, he designated his grandson Shah
Karim al-Husaini as the forty-ninth imam, directly de-
scended from the prophet Muhammad.

—Habibeh Rahim
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Aga Khan IV
(1936 c.E.-)
Isma‘ili Muslim imam
Shah Karim al-Husaini, Aga Khan IV, is the forty-ninth
hereditary imam of the Sh'ia Imami Nizari Isma‘ili Muslims.
He became imam on July 11, 1957, after his grandfather, Sul-
tan Muhammad Shah, passed away. During World War II, the
future Aga Khan and his younger brother spent four years in
Kenya, after which he attended Le Rosey School near Geneva
and then entered Harvard University. He graduated from
Harvard in 1959.

Over the years the Aga Khan has become a dominant phi-
lanthropist. He instituted several organizations to consoli-
date his humanitarian and cultural activities. Subsequently



he reorganized his philanthropic work through the estab-
lishment of the Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN),
which has divisions working on education, economic devel-
opment, health, and culture, as well as two universities.

Globally, the Aga Khan has made a tremendous global
impact in the field of health, especially in the underdevel-
oped countries of Asia and Africa. His most important con-
tribution is the Aga Khan Hospital and Medical College to-
gether with a nursing school in Pakistan. The medical
services and educational programs offered here, along with
the research conducted into diseases specific to that part of
the world, have made this foundation worthy of emulation.
Another avant-garde institution established by the Aga Khan
is the University of Central Asia with its focus on the moun-
tain people and their society and culture. This university is
to have three campuses in the mountain regions of Tajik-
istan, Kyrgyzstan, and Kazakhstan. Additionally, the Insti-
tute of Ismaili Studies in London serves to further the aca-
demic study of Islam.

The Aga Khan Award for Architecture was established in
1978 to create an awareness of the fine architectural tradi-
tion of Muslim civilization. The award serves as a cultural
bridge between Islamic lands and the rest of the world. The
Aga Khan Trust for Culture also has served to foster various
aspects of Muslim culture, including musical instruction,
preservation of the ancient Delhi Gardens at the tomb of the
second Mughal emperor, Humayun (r. 1508-1556), and con-
struction of a park and garden at al-Azhar University in
Cairo. To rebuild war-torn Kabul, the Aga Khan pledged
US$75 million, the greatest contribution of any nongovern-
ment organization. His organization also facilitated the
building of the Tajik-Afghan bridge. Other important philan-
thropies of the Aga Khan include the Industrial Promotion
Services, which has set up a series of industries in various
developing countries, the Tourist Promotion Services, and
FOCUS, which provides disaster relief. The Aga Khan has re-
ceived many prestigious international honors and has met
with leaders worldwide who have honored him for his hu-
manitarian work.

The Aga Khan is particularly mindful of the traditional
humanistic values of Islam that ought not to be eroded in the
rush for material development. He believes there is danger in
a “frontier capitalism” whereby the gains and profits are not
“recycled” into society. Above all, he has advocated a balance
between Western materialism and the Eastern “spiritual,
human and cultural traditions,” encouraging both secular
and religious elites to preserve the Muslim cultural heritage
while leading their lands progressively. Indeed, the nature of
Muslim societies is a theme of constant reflection in his
speeches. The Aga Khan’s attitude was perhaps best summed
up in a March 1976 speech in which he pointed to the exam-
ple of the prophet Muhammad’s “integrity, loyalty, honesty,
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generosity both of means and of time, his solicitude for the
poor, the weak, and the sick, his steadfastness in friendship,
his humility in success, his magnanimity in victory, his sim-
plicity, his wisdom in conceiving new solutions for problems
that could not be solved by traditional methods, without af-
fecting the fundamental concepts of Islam” He added,
“Surely all these are foundations which, correctly under-
stood and sincerely interpreted, must enable us to conceive
what should be a truly modern and dynamic Islamic Society
in the years ahead?”

The Aga Khan focuses, above all, on human contact with
the transcendent. As he has stated, “The day we no longer
know how, nor have the time nor the faith, to bow in prayer
to Allah because the human soul that he has told us is eter-
nal, is no longer of sufficient importance to us to be worthy
of an hour of our daily working, profit-seeking time, will be
a sunless day of despair”

—Habibeh Rahim
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Agatha

(d. c. 250-253 C.E.)

Christian martyr

According to her legend, the young virgin Agatha suffered
mutilation and eventually a martyr’s death in about 250 for
her Christian faith at Catania on the island of Sicily. Agatha
was one of the most popular of the medieval women saints
believed to have been martyred during the persecution of
the early Christian church. Evidence of her veneration ap-
pears in the late fifth century, and she is named or her story
retold in at least forty manuscripts, religious calendars, or
martyrologies dating before 1100. Although both Palermo
and Catania claim to be her birthplace, no reliable record
survives to authenticate her historical existence.

Medieval European Christians believed that during
Agatha’s torture both of her breasts were cut off, an act often
depicted in her iconography. Such sexually charged physical
mutilation was often part of the suffering associated with
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young female virgin martyrs. In Agatha’s case, the punish-
ment was administered on the orders of the polytheist
Roman consul Quintianus, who had attempted to seduce her.
Like other Christian model maidens impervious to pain,
Agatha employed articulate arguments in the defense of her
faith and the virginity she believed essential to it. The en-
during popularity of Agatha’s story is part of a virgin martyr
genre especially attractive to women. Her feast day is cele-
brated on February 5.

—R. Diane Anderson
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Agnes

(d.c. 300 C.E.)

Christian martyr

Agnes, a Christian virgin martyr, is believed to have died in
Rome in the late third or early fourth century. A basilica was
built on the Via Nomentana around 350 over what was
thought to be her remains. This structure and her early cult
veneration suggest that the legend of St. Agnes may have
been based on the life of a young girl of that name. However,
no documentation survives to corroborate the tradition.

Various versions of Agnes’s story appear in numerous
vitas, inscriptions, and religious calendars dating from the
early fourth century. Like other young virgin martyr legends,
hers includes a princely, non-Christian persecutor who de-
sires her, her rejection of him, an account of humiliation at
the hands of her captors, sexual temptation, and her own
eloquent arguments in defense of her virginity as a matter of
faith. Most accounts tell of Agnes’s incarceration in a Roman
brothel and her eventual execution.

Agnes was one of the young virgin heroines whose stories
appealed to medieval Christians as exemplars of sacrifice
and the triumph over temptation. St. Agnes was sometimes
invoked as part of the liturgy when young nuns took their
vows of chastity. In her iconography, Agnes appears with a
lamb, likely an association with her name—in Latin agnus
means “lamb?” Her feast day is celebrated on January 21.

—R. Diane Anderson
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Agnes of Montepulciano

(c. 1268-1317 C.E.)

Christian nun, mystic

Agnes of Montepulciano, an Italian nun famous for her vi-
sions and miracles, founded a convent and church for Do-
minican nuns in Montepulciano. Agnes was born around
1268 to the noble Segni family in Gracciano Vecchio (near
Montepulciano) in Tuscany, Italy. From an early age, she
wished to devote herself to the religious life, and when she
was nine she was sent by her parents to a Franciscan convent
of the “Sisters of the Sackcloth,” so named for their humble
garments. Within several years, Agnes and her teacher, Sister
Margarita, moved to a newly founded house in Proceno,
where Agnes’s pious reputation attracted many girls and
women to the new foundation. At the age of fifteen, she was
made abbess, an act that required special papal approval be-
cause of her young age.

According to her vita, while still in Proceno Agnes re-
ceived a vision of the Virgin Mary, who told her that she was
to found a church in Montepulciano. In 1306, Agnes returned
to Montepulciano in order to join a newly founded convent
and church, which she placed under the Order of Preachers
(Dominicans). She governed the convent until her death on
April 20, 1317. She was canonized in 1726.

The events of Agnes’s life come to us from the vita written
by Raymond of Capua (1330-1399), the Dominican confes-
sor (and later biographer) of St. Catherine of Siena. Ray-
mond of Capua had been the chaplain of the Dominican
monastery in Montepulciano in the 1360s, and both he and
Catherine were intensely devoted to Agnes. In order to write
her vita, he interviewed older nuns who had known Agnes
personally.

According to Raymond of Capua’s account, Agnes knew
from a very early age that she wanted to dedicate herself to
a celibate religious life. Having joined the convent, her
personal devotions and ascetic practices included long
vigils of prayer, during which she was often seen levitating
above the ground. She slept on the ground with a rock for
a pillow and fasted almost continuously on bread and
water. Afflicted with a serious illness at the age of thirty,
she had to relent somewhat on her strict dietary regime.
She remained in ill health, however, until her death.



Throughout her life she experienced a number of heavenly
visions. The Virgin Mary appeared to her several times, once
even offering Agnes the opportunity to hold the infant Christ;
when Agnes did not want to hand Christ back to his mother,
a struggle ensued. Agnes’s intercessory powers also brought
about a number of miracles recorded in her vita. These mira-
cles include being showered with manna like falling snow,
changing water into wine, multiplying loaves of bread, curing
illnesses, and expelling demons from local households. When
she died, infants previously unable to utter words reportedly
spoke of the pious woman and her death. Over fifty years
later, when Catherine of Siena came to visit the convent at
Montepulciano and kiss the relics of Agnes, Catherine experi-
enced the miracle of Agnes’s foot lifting to meet her lips.

—Christine E Cooper
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Agnivesh

(1939 c.E.-)

Hindu religious leader, renunciant

Agnivesh, a Hindu religious leader and Indian social activist,
was born Vepa Shyam Rao on September 21, 1939, in Shakti,
a princely state in what is now known as Madhya Pradesh in
central India. He received advanced degrees in business and
law but, in 1968, decided to devote himself fully to the Arya
Samaj, a Hindu reformist movement founded in the nine-
teenth century by Dayanand Saraswati. In 1970, Agnivesh
took the vow of samnyas, which entailed a complete renun-
ciation of all his worldly possessions. As a samnyasi, Ag-
nivesh is addressed as “Swami-ji” (lord) and wears the saf-
fron-colored robe and turban associated with this fourth
and final stage of Hindu life.

Swami Agnivesh often identifies three chief influences
upon his life and thought: Mahatma Gandhi, Karl Marx, and
the Vedic understanding of dharma (duty). With Gandhi, Ag-
nivesh shares a passionate concern for rearticulating the
Hindu tradition to address India’s poor. Agnivesh has de-
nounced practices such as untouchability and widow burn-
ing as contrary to the Hindu tradition. He is also the founder
of the Bandua Mukti Morcha (The Bonded Labor Liberation
Front), which seeks to abolish the widespread practice of
bonded labor. Swami Agnivesh has argued for the abolition
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of child labor in India and presently serves as chairperson of
the United Nations Trust Fund on Contemporary Forms of
Slavery. With Karl Marx, Agnivesh shares a concern for eco-
nomic justice and redistribution of wealth. Agnivesh advo-
cates a “Vedic socialism” that would nationalize production
and provide free education and medical care to India’s pop-
ulation. To pursue this economic and political vision, he has
established a political party, the Arya Sabha, and has served
as a legislative representative and minister of education in
the north Indian state of Haryana. In his identification of
dharma as the third crucial influence on his life, Agnivesh
argues that opportunity to do one’s duty is the greatest of all
rewards. For him, this duty demands the religious and social
reform of Hinduism and Indian society.

—Mathew N. Schmalz
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Ahmad al-Ahsa’i, Shaykh

(1753-1826 C.E.)

Shi’i Muslim mystic, philosopher

Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsa’i was a prominent religious leader in
the Shi’i world who sought to combine all of the streams of
Islamic mysticism and philosophy into a single teaching.
After his death, his followers formed a separate school in
Shi’i Islam that today has perhaps 300,000 to 400,000 adher-
ents, mainly in Iran, southern Iraq, Kuwait, and the al-Ahsa
region of Saudi Arabia.

Shaykh Ahmad ibn Zayn al-Din al-Ahsa’i was born in
Rajab 1166/May 1753 in the village of Mutayrafi in the al-
Ahsa region (now in Saudi Arabia) into a Shi’i family. He re-
ceived a full religious education at the shrine cities of Najaf
and Karbala in Iraq and was a distinguished scholar, receiv-
ing certificates of completion of his studies from leading
Shi’i scholars of the time. From 1797 to 1806, he lived in var-
ious locations in southern Iraq. Then, in 1806, he traveled to
Iran, where he was to remain for most of the rest of his life.

After a pilgrimage to the shrine of Imam Rida in Mash-
had in northeastern Iran, he was invited to settle in Yazd. In
1814, he moved to Kirmanshah in eastern Iran at the invita-
tion of the crown prince, Muhammad Ali Mirza. He re-
mained there until the death of this prince in 1821, when he
was invited to move to Qazvin by Mulla ‘Abdw’l-Wahhab, a
prominent religious scholar. It was during his residence in
this city that he was denounced by Mulla Muhammad Taqi
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Baraghani as a heretic in about 1824. He left Qazvin and,
after another pilgrimage to Mashhad, settled in Karbala.
After a short time there, he decided to go on pilgrimage to
Mecca, but he died a few stages away from Medina in 1826
and is buried in the al-Baqi’ cemetery there.

Shaykh Ahmad was a man of prodigious knowledge and
wrote some 160 works on a wide variety of subjects, mostly in
the area of mystical philosophy. He himself claimed, however,
that the authority for his teaching came from the Shi’i imams
whom he met in dreams and visions. His teaching is a synthe-
sis of the various strands of the Islamic sciences, especially
mysticism and philosophy, and attempts to reconcile rational
and intuitive knowledge. He has been denounced by some cler-
ics because he taught that some of the concepts in the Islamic
tradition should be understood as spiritual or metaphorical
truths rather than taken literally. This same teaching, however,
made him important to the later Babi and Baha'i religions.

—Moojan Momen
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Aiakos and Aias

Ancient Greek heroes

Aiakos (Latin: Aeacus) was a mythical hero of ancient
Greece whose cult, centered on his tomb, exerted a continu-
ing impact on his community. He was traditionally associ-
ated with Aigina, an island lying in the Saronic Gulf of the
Aegean Sea not far from Athens, and was considered the pro-
tector of the island’s population. He was believed to be the
mortal son of the god Zeus and the nymph Aigina, for whom
the island was named.

The Aiakos cult was an ongoing force in Aiginas efforts to
maintain its independence against encroachments by other
Greek city-states, particularly Athens. In a late sixth-century
B.C.E. military engagement, the sons of Aiakos were invoked
as allies by Thebes in a war against Athens. The Athenians
then tried to neutralize the influence of Aiakos by dedicating
a shrine to him in Athens, thus effectively co-opting the
power of his cult (Herodotos 5.81-88). On the eve of the Bat-
tle of Salamis, the Athenians enlisted the aid of Aiakos and
his grandson Aias to fight on their side against the Persians
(Herodotos 8.64). These incidents demonstrate how belief in
the presence of a Greek hero could provide a valuable and ef-
fective psychological edge to a city-state’s identity.

Aiakos, however, was unusual among Greek heroes in that,
in addition to his regional following among the people of Aig-
ina, he was much revered by Greeks in general for his per-
sonal piousness and high ethical standards. Several legends
celebrated these qualities. According to one account, when
Greece was threatened by a prolonged drought, the leaders of
several cities petitioned Aiakos for help because his piety and
his connection with Zeus made him a logical choice for lead-
ership. The story maintains that Aiakos’s prayers to Zeus were
effective; in any case, a temple dedicated by all Greeks was
built for him (Isocrates, Evagoras 14-15). His reputation for
fairness apparently caused even the Olympian gods to turn to
him for judgment (Pindar, Isthmian 8.50).

After his death, it was said, Aiakos was transported to the
underworld, where he served as one of the judges of the dead
along with the legendary Minos and Rhadamanthys, an honor
he was later to share with Pythagoras, Plato, and Plotinus. Plato
reported that Aiakos was responsible for judging the souls of all
those from Europe (Plato, Gorgias 523e). His shrine on Aigina,
supposedly the site where his prayers to Zeus ended the
drought, was venerated as one of the major religious centers on
the island and was a center of pilgrimage long after Aigina had
ceased to be an independent city-state (Pausanias 2.29.6).

Aiakos’s son Telamon was the father of Aias (Latin: Ajax),
who belonged to the generation of the Trojan War. He was
one of the greatest of the Greek warriors who fought at Troy,
second only to his cousin Achilles. Like his grandfather, Aias
was revered as a hero by the people of Aigina. He was also the
object of cults in Salamis, Athens, and the Troad.

—Lynn E. Roller

See also: Aias Son of Oileus; Hero Cult, Greek; Heroes;
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Aias Son of Oileus

Ancient Greek hero

Aias (Latin: Ajax) son of Oileus was a Greek hero from the
district of Locris. He bore the same name as the son of Tela-
mon and descendant of Aiakos, and, like him, was one of the
Greek warriors who, according to Greek legend, fought at
Troy. He was always regarded as inferior in warfare to his
namesake and therefore was called Aias the Lesser. Like
other Greek heroes, however, he was the object of a cult dur-
ing the historical period, and his spirit was invoked to pro-
tect his region and fight in its defense.



An unusual ritual was assigned to his influence. Accord-
ing to the Iliupersis (Destruction of Troy) by Arctinus, Aias
son of Oileus was said to be responsible for the rape of Cas-
sandra, daughter of the Trojan king Priam, and supposedly
had committed the act after dragging her away from the altar
of Athena where she had taken sanctuary after the capture of
Troy. For this sacrilege he was drowned on the voyage home.
One of the Olympian gods, either Athena or Apollo, de-
manded further recompense for his crime and sent a plague
to Locris. When the Locrians inquired how they could end
the plague, they were told to send two maidens every year to
Ilion to serve in the temple of Athena there. The girls sup-
posedly had to avoid hostile capture while making their way
to the temple. This tradition, attributed to the prehistory of
Greece’s mythical past, was still being carried out in the third
century B.C.E., when the Locrians finally refused to send any
more young women to Ilion. At this point, further calamities
fell upon the Locrians, and they were ordered by an oracle to
resume sending the human tribute.

This practice, which is not attested before the third cen-
tury B.C.E., demonstrates the continuing influence that Greek
heroes had on the communities that claimed their protec-
tion. In this case, however, unlike other examples of the in-
fluence of Greek hero cults, the hero’s power stemmed not
from his bravery, piety, or other exceptional qualities but
from his violent actions that transgressed social norms.
Scholars are divided on the meaning of the episode. To some,
it shows how Greek hero cult beliefs, in this case about pol-
lution extending from the dead for an unatoned crime, could
have an ongoing impact on a community’s religious prac-
tices. Others have seen it as an aetiological myth because it
explains the origins of a ritual, that is, the one in which
young women were dedicated as priestesses at a local reli-
gious shrine, the sanctuary of Athena Ilios in Locris. Con-
necting this ritual with a figure of Greek epic brought a de-
gree of Pan-Hellenic standing to the local community.

—Lynn E. Roller

See also: Hero Cult, Greek; Heroes; Intermediaries
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Aidan

(d. 651 C.E.)

Christian monk, bishop, missionary

Aidan was a monk of Iona and founder of the monastery of
Lindisfarne, an island off the coast of England, in the sev-
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enth century. Nothing about his early life is known for cer-
tain apart from the fact that he was from Iona, the famous
monastery established by Colum Cille on the coast of Scot-
land in 565. Bede, the principal source for Aidan, praised his
devotion and humility, a depiction of the saint that satirized
the more lax clergy in Bede’s day. Bede distanced himself
from Aidan’s retention of the Irish calculation for the date of
Easter, however, a system that was considered unorthodox,
and with which Bede had been associated.

Aidan came to the kingdom of Bernicia in northern En-
gland and the court of King Oswald as the replacement for a
monk who held the English in contempt, and whom the En-
glish found less than friendly. Oswald’s choice of Iona as
source for a bishop can be explained in large part by the
king’s exile among the Irish during the reign of King Edwin.
Oswald was converted to Christianity by the Irish and natu-
rally looked to them, rather than to the “Romans” in the
south. Oswald gave Aidan the island of Lindisfarne just off
the coast from his capital in northern Northumbria, Bam-
burgh. Though a bishop, Aidan seems to have followed the
Irish missionary practice, considering himself more a
bishop of the Northumbrians than of any one place. Most of
Aidan’s missionary efforts seem to have been in Bernicia,
that is, northern Northumbria. Great support for these mis-
sions, indeed their sanction, came from the king. Oswald
even initially acted as interpreter for Aidan. After Oswald’s
death, Aidan found a good patron in King Oswin.

There are several stories of Aidan’s charity and humility
while at the king’s table. According to Bede, King Oswin once
gave the saint a wonderful horse, as he knew that Aidan most
often walked wherever he went. Aidan met a beggar not long
afterward and gave the horse to him. Upon hearing the news,
the king asked Aidan why he had given away such a magnif-
icent horse when there were any number of lesser mounts
one might give to the poor. Aidan replied by asking King
Oswin whether he cared more about the horse than he cared
about a child of God. Later, the king prostrated himself be-
fore Aidan and promised never to ask such a question again.
In this tale, Bede was able to suggest not only the wisdom of
the saint, but also the humility of a good king.

Aidan died in 651 and was buried at Lindisfarne. He is re-
membered today as one of the most important Irish monks
in the conversion of the English.

—James B. Tschen Emmons
See also: Attributes of Holy People; Christianity and Holy People;
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Ajatashatru (Ajatasattu)

(c. 5th—4th cent. B.C.E.)

Buddhist ruler

King of Magadha, an ancient kingdom of northeastern
India, and a contemporary of the Buddha in the fifth or
fourth century B.C.E., Ajatashatru committed many mur-
ders (including that of his father), expressed remorse, and
attained sainthood. According to some Buddhist texts, he
received his name because he was his father’s enemy even
before he was born. Accounts say that his father, Bimbis-
ara, loved him so much that he abdicated in his favor;
Ajatashatru responded by imprisoning and then killing
him. Most versions of the story refer to various other mur-
ders that he committed. The Theravada tradition portrays
him as a cruel and selfish man who helped the Buddha’s
evil cousin Devadatta in his futile attempts to murder the
Buddha.

As the years passed, Ajatashatru developed remorse for
his crime and confessed his sins to the Buddha. The Buddha
remarked that but for his father’s murder, the eye for the
truth would have arisen in Ajatashatru. Later, saddened by
news of the death of the Buddha, Ajatashatru obtained a one-
eighth share in the Buddha’s relics and built a stupa, or
shrine, over them in Rajagriha in India. He also extended
support to the First Buddhist Council and proved to be a
good host to the participants.

According to the Vinaya of the Mahasanghikas, Ajatasha-
tru was by far the most preeminent among the lay followers
of the Buddha. According to Taranatha, he was reborn in hell
for a short period and then reborn among the gods, where,
after having heard the teachings of Shanavasika, he attained
the first fruit of emancipation (shrotapanna). However, ac-
cording to Theravada tradition, after spending 60,000 years
in one of the hells, he will attain deliverance as a Pratyek-
abuddha, a “Solitary Buddha)” under the name of Vidi-
tavishesha (or Vijitavi). Some northern sources mentioned
that after receiving help from the great Mahayana bod-
hisattva Manjushri, Ajatashatru purified his heavy negative
karma and achieved the path of seeing.

—K. T.S. Sarao
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References and further reading:

Chattopadhyaya, Alaka. 1970. Taranatha’s History of Buddhism in
India. Simla: Indian Institute of Advanced Study.

Cowell, E., et al., trans. 1895-1907. The Jataka or the Stories of the
Buddha’s Former Births. 6 vols. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Speyer, J. S., ed. 1902-1909. The Avadanasataka. 2 vols. St.
Petersburg: Bibliotheca Buddhica 3.

Walshe, M., trans. 1987. Thus Have I Heard: The Long Discourses of
the Buddha. London: Wisdom.

Akhenaten

(. 1372-1355 B.C.E.)

Egyptian ruler, religion founder

Akhenaten was a pharaoh of New Kingdom Egypt (eigh-
teenth dynasty, ruling from 1372 to 1355 B.C.E.) who broke
with Egyptian traditions by focusing the state cult on the
worship of the sun disc Aten to the exclusion of other Egyp-
tian gods. He has often been labeled the world’s first
monotheist. Although this description is likely not an accu-
rate characterization of the belief system he imposed, his
emphasis on the worship of Aten above other gods is unusual
in Egyptian traditions.

Early in his reign, Akhenaten changed his name from
Amenhotep as a theological statement of his association
with Aten. He also moved the Egyptian capital to Akhetaten
(modern Amarna), breaking from the prominent cult of
Amun and its temple at Thebes. The artistry and iconogra-
phy of this period also shows a marked difference from the
canon that prevailed during other periods of Egyptian his-
tory. Artworks often interpreted as depicting a physical ill-
ness of Akhenaten’s may be simply an increased emphasis
on natural curves and lifelike poses. The image of the sun
disc is particularly important, with arms radiating out to
king and family and hands holding ankhs, which were sym-
bols of life. The unfinished bust (now in the Berlin Museum)
of Akhenaten’s wife Nefertiti is perhaps the most famous
piece of Amarna art.

The theology of Atenism was expressed in a composition
that modern scholars call “The Hymn to the Aten” The ob-
ject of veneration in this hymn is the physical disc of the sun.
Similarities between this hymn and Psalm 104 have long
been recognized, but how this composition came to be in-
cluded in the Hebrew Bible is unclear.

Akhenaten’s actual role in the worship of the Aten cult is
also unclear. It is believed that nonroyal worship of the
Aten was mediated through Akhenaten himself—the pri-
vate individual worshipped the Aten indirectly by worship-
ping the king. This theory is supported by plaques (found
in private residences at Amarna) depicting the royal family
and Aten.

—Kevin McGeough
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Akiba ben Joseph

(2nd cent. C.E.)

Jewish sage

The leading rabbinic sage of the early second century, Akiba
ben Joseph was born in Palestine and was a shepherd as a
young man. According to legend, although illiterate until the
age of forty, he was an opponent of the rabbis’ claims to lead-
ership. The daughter of his rich employer was attracted by
his humility and piety but would not marry him unless he
became educated. He went away for twenty-four years and
returned a famous master of Torah. When his zealous disci-
ples tried to prevent a woman they did not recognize (the
woman who had waited for him all these years) from ap-
proaching him, he rebuked them and said that everything he
had achieved was due to her.

Akiba is remembered as an important shaper of the
early rabbinic tradition. He carried out the first systematic
compilation of rabbinic teachings and developed exegetical
techniques to extract meaning from every letter of the
Torah. His rival, Rabbi Ishmael, taught that “the Torah
speaks in human language,”but Akiba insisted that in scrip-
ture even grammatical particles are laden with significance.
One narrative relates that Moses himself was greatly trou-
bled at discovering that he could not follow Akiba’s inter-
pretations; his morale improved, however, when he heard
Akiba say that everything he taught was tradition going
back to Moses at Sinai. In keeping with his exegetical bold-
ness, Akiba also engaged in semisecret mystical specula-
tion. It was said that of the “four who entered the [mystical]
Garden,” only Rabbi Akiba “entered in peace and emerged in
peace,” whole in faith and whole in mind (Babylonian Tal-
mud, Hagigah 14b).

In various accounts, Akiba appears at the center of his
colleagues’ struggles for influence and power; often he seems
to play the role of peacemaker or intermediary among oppo-
nents. These stories testify to both his colleagues’ great re-
spect for his integrity and learning and his own lack of am-
bition or envy. Akiba’s successors revered him so deeply,
however, that many stories grew up around him. These use
the figure of Akiba to depict the behavior of an ideal sage.
There is rarely any basis for determining which accounts
portray real events and which do not: The stories about
Akiba and his wife fit into this category.

One narrative depicts Akiba as a supporter of the failed
rebellion of Simon b. Kochba in 132-135 against Rome,
but modern scholarship remains divided as to the accu-
racy of this report. It seems more certain, however, that
after the rebellion failed, Akiba was among those arrested
for teaching Torah in public. He was held in prison and fi-
nally publicly tortured and killed. Akiba died joyfully, able
at last to show his love for God “with all his heart” Thus,
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even in martyrdom he served as a model for those who
came after.
—Robert Goldenberg

See also: Ishma'il; Judaism and Holy People; Martyrdom and
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Akindayomi, Josiah

(1909-1980 C.E.)

Pentecostal Christian sect founder

Founder of the Redeemed Christian Church of God
(RCCG), Josiah Akindayomi was one of the leaders of the
Pentecostal movement in Nigeria. Born in 1909 in Ondo
town, southwestern Nigeria, Akindayomi received no for-
mal education but was trained as a blacksmith through the
traditional Yoruba apprenticeship system. He was baptized
into the Anglican Church in 1927. In 1931, he joined the
Cherubim and Seraphim (C&S) Church, a brand of the
popular Aladura (prayer-marked) movement, and became
interested in prayer, fasting, and visions. By 1947, he had
moved to Lagos, the capital of colonial Nigeria, where he
carved a niche for himself as a man of prayer and a
preacher of holiness. He became known as a prophet of
God and in 1949 founded the Glory of God Fellowship. He
eventually broke away from the C&S, and in 1952 he trans-
formed his fellowship into the RCCG.

The healing miracles of Akindayomi made his fame
spread throughout Lagos and beyond. The story is often
told of a vision that he had in which the name of the
church he was to form was communicated to him in En-
glish by God even though he was an illiterate who could
barely read or write. According to this tradition, he was su-
pernaturally enabled to write down the words on a piece
of paper.

Akindayomi made many prophecies about his church
that have been fulfilled. He predicted that the RCCG would
spread to all the nations of the world and that mighty mira-
cles and wonders would characterize its growth. He also said
his church would be at the forefront of a Pentecostal explo-
sion on the African continent. He chose a successor, E. E.
Adeboye, who has actualized most of these predictions since
Akindayomi’s death in 1980, and this has been applauded as
another supernatural feat.

The RCCG now has parishes in more than fifty nations.
Akindayomi laid a solid foundation for the church. Indeed, the
unprecedented expansion of the church has been attributed to
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a “divine covenant” due to Akindayomi’s close relationship
with God.
—0. A. Adeboye
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Akshobhya Buddha

Buddhist primal buddha

Akshobhya (Tib.: mi-’khrugs-pa) is the buddha who resides
and preaches in the eastern Pure Land of Abhirati, according to
the early Mahayana texts. Akshobhya means “nonmovement”
or “no anger” in Sanskrit. In various Mahayana texts, Akshob-
hya Buddha appears in conjunction with Amitabha Buddha of
the west. In Abhirati, a mythical paradise, men and women live
without deprivation of spiritual or material needs. According to
the Akshobhyavyuha, one of the earliest Mahayana Buddhist
texts, Akshobhya is one of the oldest of the buddhas.

As a bodhisattva (enlightened being), before his attain-
ment of buddhahood Akshobhya took a long list of vows in
front of his master, Da-mu, or “Great Eyes” These included
promises not to bring forth anger or ill will toward people,
never to shrink from giving away parts of his body, and to go
from buddha field to buddha field in one life after another,
always making offering to the buddhas there. During many
lives, Akshobhya carried out his vows and completed his
promises. When he attained buddhahood, the earth shook
six times as he touched it with the fingers of his right hand.
Akshobhya belongs to one of the present buddha families
and is believed to now exist and teach Buddhism in Abhirati.
Auspicious signs, such as land shaking and the sound of a
great roar, are supposed to occur when he dies. In the man-
ner of a prophecy, the Akshobhyavyuha says that when Ak-
shobhya dies, “he will send out magically produced versions
of himself which will appear throughout the worlds, preach-
ing the Dharma and causing sentient beings to attain Arhat-
ship” (Nattier 2000, 85).

Although the land of Akshobhya Buddha apparently re-
sembles Amitabha’s Pure Land, his followers, unlike those of
Amitabha, were not encouraged to visualize the buddha
himself. Nor were they to chant his names like a mantra. In
order to be reborn in the Akshobhya’s land, one has to prac-
tice the rigorous bodhisattva path as Akshobhya did,
“spending countless eons in the cycle of rebirth” and engag-
ing in self-sacrifice and making offerings to the buddhas
(Nattier 2000, 97).

In Vajrayana Buddhism, Akshobhya became one of the
five buddhas placed in the vajra realm of the East. His statue
is painted gold and characterized by his right fingers touch-
ing the earth. Akshobhya often is depicted with a halo
around his head and one encircling his body, and sometimes
he is riding an elephant. For the memorial rites of the de-
ceased, he is the seventh among the thirteen buddhas allo-
cated to the different phases of the rites.

—Mariko Namba Walter
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Alacoque, Margaret Mary

(1647-1690 C.E.)

Roman Catholic nun, visionary, founder

A native of Lhautecour, France, from an early age Margaret
Mary Alacoque showed a strong devotion to the Blessed
Sacrament, which ultimately led her to enter the Visitation
Convent at Paray-le-Monial in 1671. There, in response to a
series of visions of Christ, she was inspired to begin a devo-
tion to the Sacred Heart and to establish the Feast of the Sa-
cred Heart.

Margaret Mary was born in 1647 to wealth and social sta-
tus as the daughter of a royal notary. Her childhood was full
of illness, but she directed her suffering to heaven and be-
came devoted to contemplative prayer. In addition, as
penance for her sins, Margaret engaged in various types of
corporal mortification, such as tying cords around her body
so tightly that they restricted her breathing and sleeping on
sharp sticks. As a child and adolescent, Margaret received vi-
sions of Christ during his scourging and crucifixion, and she
decided to devote her life to Christ. She took her final vows on
November 6, 1672, and continued to self-impose penances to
such an extent that she was reprimanded for disobedience of
her superior by St. Francis de Sales, the order’s founder.



Between 1673 and 1675, Margaret Mary received three
revelations from Christ directing her to honor the Sacred
Heart. The first revelation told her to encourage and spread a
devotion to the Sacred Heart; the second inspired her to es-
tablish an hour of prayer on the eve of the first Friday of
every month and to receive Holy Communion on every first
Friday; and the third requested a special feast day of the Sa-
cred Heart on the Friday following the octave of the Feast of
Corpus Christi. Until her death in 1690, Margaret Mary
worked to implement the requests she received in her vi-
sions, often in the face of opposition.

Margaret Mary was buried under the altar in the chapel
in Paray; in 1830, her tomb was canonically opened, at which
time two instantaneous cures took place. She was beatified
by Pius IX on September 18, 1864, and canonized by Bene-
dict XV on May 13, 1920. Her feast day is October 17.

—Michelle Ruggaber Dougherty

See also: Ascetics as Holy People; Christianity and Holy People;
Devotion
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Alban

(d. 3rd cent. C.E.)

Christian protomartyr of Britain and the English Church
Tradition says that Alban was a non-Christian soldier in the
Roman army assigned to Verulamium (now the city of St. Al-
bans in Hertfordshire in England). The fifth-century Life of
St. Germanus of Auxerre and Gildas, writing in the sixth cen-
tury, provide the core texts describing Alban’s martyrdom,
which they place during the persecution of Diocletian
(302-305). Modern historians doubt this late date, however,
and suggest that he was martyred during the persecution of
Decius (249-251).

Alban supposedly gave shelter to a fleeing Christian
priest and was converted by him. For this, he was then ar-
rested and beheaded. Bede, writing in the eighth century,
provides an amplified account of the martyrdom complete
with supernatural signs from heaven. Holmhurst Hill is con-
sidered the traditional scene of the martyrdom, and the
great abbey of St. Alban was later built on the site by King
Offa in the seventh century. During the late Anglo-Saxon pe-
riod, Alban’s relics are said to have been translated to the
abbey at Ely due to various Danish incursions. St. Canute’s in
Odense claims to have relics of St. Alban as well, which
Canute supposedly stole during his raid on the city of York in
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1015. What remained of Alban’s relics were destroyed or

scattered during the English dissolution of the monasteries

in the sixteenth century. Alban’s feast day is June 22.
—Bradford Lee Eden

See also: Christianity and Holy People; Martyrdom and Persecution
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Albertus Magnus (Albert the Great)
(c. 1200-1280 c.E.)
Christian friar, bishop, philosopher, theologian, scientist,
doctor of the church
Albertus Magnus is referred to as “the Great” or “Universal
Doctor” because of his comprehensive knowledge in all the
fields of his day. Proficient in theology and philosophy, he
also produced works in botany, physics, logic, astronomy,
politics, and other disciplines. In fact, he left no aspect of
medieval knowledge unexamined. His scientific erudition is
legendary, and he is one of the great figures in the history of
medieval thought. He is perhaps best known today for being
the teacher of Thomas Aquinas, and he is said to have fore-
told the greatness of his student. His feast day is celebrated
on November 15.

Albert was born around 1200 to a wealthy German fam-
ily. Against their wishes, he entered the Dominican order in
1223 upon hearing the preaching of Blessed Jordan of Sax-
ony, the second master general of the Order of Preachers. Al-
bert then studied theology in Paris, and there he encoun-
tered the newly translated texts of Aristotle as well as the
Aristotelian commentaries by the Islamic philosopher Aver-
roés. The rediscovery of these Aristotelian texts in the thir-
teenth century presented a formidable challenge to the
philosophical, theological, and scientific doctrines at the
university, for Augustinian and Platonic doctrines had
formed the basis of study for many centuries. Albert was one
of the first to comment on these new texts and a key figure in
incorporating Aristotelian doctrines within a Christian the-
ological and philosophical perspective.

In 1248, Albert moved to Cologne and established the
first Dominican house of studies in Germany. He joined
Thomas Aquinas and Bonaventure in Rome in defending
the cause of the mendicant orders against the opposition of
William of St. Amour in 1256. He was appointed bishop of
Regensburg in 1260 but soon resigned to return to lectur-
ing. He participated in the council of Lyons in 1274, and as
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a venerable elderly scholar, he traveled to Paris in 1277 to
defend against condemnations the memory and doctrine of
his student Thomas Aquinas, who had died in 1274.

By the time of his death in 1280, Albert was widely known
for his learning and the wide scope of his works. In 1622, he
was beatified by Pope Gregory XV, and he was named a saint
and doctor of the universal church by Pius XI in 1931.

—M. V. Dougherty

See also: Christianity and Holy People; Scholars as Holy People;
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Alexander Nevskii

(1220-1263 C.E.)

Russian prince

Alexander, son of Prince Jaroslav of Russia, is most famous
for his victory over the Swedes in 1240 on the Neva River, for
which he got his nickname “Nevskii.” Alexander Nevskii was
canonized as a saint largely in recognition of his heroic role
as the defender and liberator of Russian territories from the
northern invaders. He was so beloved that in 1724 Peter the
Great ordered the translation of his relics from Vladimir to
the newly built capital, St. Petersburg.

Born in 1220, Alexander grew up in Novgorod, a city known
for its strong veche, a citizen council that held regular meetings
and had the power to invite and expel princes. He ruled in Nov-
gorod with his older brother Feodor beginning in 1228; in
1236, after his brother’s death and his father’s departure to rule
Kiev, Alexander became the sole ruler in Novgorod.

In 1240, the Swedish army marched through Russian ter-
ritories as part of a papal crusade to the east and reached the
delta of the Neva River. With a small retinue, on July 15 Prince
Alexander defeated them in a famous battle. This glorious
victory did not prevent the Novgorodians from expelling him
from the city when he tried to rule single-handedly. However,
in 1241, a new Swedish force in alliance with the Teutonic
Knights and the Lithuanians threatened Novgorod again. In
the same year, the Germans took Pskov and advanced toward
Novgorod. When German soldiers started to rob the Nov-
gorodian merchants, the veche asked for Alexander’s return.
Alexander immediately took Koporie, the suburb of Nov-
gorod, back from the Germans. In 1242, he freed Pskov and

pushed forward to Livonia. On April 5 of that year, Alexander
Nevskii fought his second most famous battle, which took
place on the ice of Chudskoe Lake. This resulted in the com-
plete defeat of the Teutonic Order and its allies. The Germans
asked for a peace treaty and promised to restore all the con-
quered territories and the captured prisoners to Novgorod.

Alexander’s rule also falls into the period of the Mongolian
(Tatar) invasion of Russia. Even though Novgorod was not
raided initially and remained an independent territory, it had
to pay tribute to the Golden Horde, and the prince was ex-
pected to honor the khan of the Golden Horde with visits and
receive a jarlik (a certificate that allowed him to rule) from
the khan. Alexander Nevskii, who showed himself a strong
military leader in the wars with the northern neighbors,
adopted a conciliatory policy toward the Mongols, whom he
had no hope of defeating. After his father Jaroslav died in
1246, Alexander visited the Golden Horde in hope of promot-
ing his political career. He later made two other visits.

Alexander fulfilled the difficult diplomatic function of
mediating between the Mongol rulers and the Russian pop-
ulation. During the uprisings of the citizens of Vladimir,
Rostov, Suzdal, Periaslavl, and laroslavl against the Tatars in
1262, Alexander traveled to the Golden Horde for a fourth
time in order to prevent another bloody raid. His peacemak-
ing mission was a complete success. Alexander not only pre-
vented the raid but also negotiated relief from military duty
for the Russians. This was his final achievement: On the way
back to Russia in 1263, he died from an illness. The metro-
politan of Vladimir informed the citizens of the death of
their beloved prince in the following words: “Dear children,
may you know that the Sun of the Russian land has set”
(Michell and Forbes 1970).

—Margarita D. Yanson

See also: Christianity and Holy People; Intermediaries; Rulers as
Holy People; War, Peace, and Holy People
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Alexander the Great

(356-323 B.C.E.)

Macedonian king, god

Alexandros I1I of Macedon, later called Alexander the Great,
is best known for his conquest of the Persian Empire. He
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came to believe himself to be a son of Ammon-Zeus, thus
setting a precedent for similar divine claims made by
Hellenistic rulers of the eastern Mediterranean successor
kingdoms, which in turn created the Roman imperial cult
itself. It is often assumed that this divine sonship in-
cluded a request, even a demand, for divine honors, but
that is a separate matter. In Greek religious thinking, to
be the son of a god was not the same as being divine or
immortal.

Ancient Macedonia buffered Greece’s northern frontier
and maintained a simple monarchal system with an infor-
mal (untitled) aristocracy. Alexander, born in 356 B.C.E., was
raised to believe himself a descendant of Herakles on his fa-
ther’s side and Achilles on his mother’s, and it would be
anachronistic to impose the intellectual cynicism of south-
ern Greece on Macedonia. As part of their royal function,
Macedonian kings performed certain religious duties, in-
cluding daily sacrifices for the health of the Macedonian
people and what appears to have been a purification rite for
the army each spring. Alexander conducted these duties pi-
ously, rising even from what would prove to be his deathbed
to do so.

Myth lived for the Macedonians, and it was not past their
conception that the gods still acted in the lives of “special”
individuals. During his Egyptian campaign in the winter of
332/331, Alexander made a fateful trek through the Egyptian
desert to the Oracle of Ammon at Siwah. Ammon was
equated by the Greeks with Zeus. There, Alexander received
a private oracle, and afterward he began to present himself
as Zeus’s son, not Philip's—to the increasing irritation of his
veterans. Not all accepted it. But after his death in 323, sto-
ries of his divine conception were circulated, sacrifices were
made, and carved images of the king in semiprecious stone
were worn for luck. He had accomplished more in life than
either Herakles or Dionysos, who had received apotheosis. If
them, why not Alexander?

What precisely Alexander himself thought requires inter-
pretation of events and actions that had political ramifica-
tions, as well. No clear evidence exists in the primary sources
that he demanded deification during his lifetime, though it
was given to him in 324, and though later successor kings
did demand it, based on that example. Yet the impact of
Alexander’s romantic, larger-than-life person so affected the
Hellenistic and Roman worlds that his “divinity” became an
antecedent for the Roman imperial cult.

— Jeanne Reames-Zimmerman

See also: Apotheosis; Macedonian Ruler Cult; Ptolemaic Ruler Cult;
Rulers as Holy People
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Ali, Muhammad

(1942 C.E.-)

Muslim religious leader, athlete

Three-time world heavyweight boxing champion Muham-
mad Ali is known for his lyrical charm and spiritual
charisma as much as for his athletic accomplishments. Ali
enjoys an international reputation not just as an athlete but
also as a role model for youth (he is often referred to as “the
People’s Champion”) and as a holy person who preaches an
Islamic principle of peace.

Born Cassius Clay in 1942, the boxer’s name was changed
by Elijah Muhammad, the Nation of Islam leader, in 1964
when he converted. His name means “worthy of all praises,
most high” Ali’s conversion led him in 1967 to refuse mili-
tary induction during the Vietnam War; as a result, he lost
his boxing titles and his boxing license was suspended. Alj,
however, evaluated these events, which devastated his career
for nearly four years when he was in his prime as a boxer, as
an opportunity to test his religious beliefs. Moreover, his ver-
bal style, which evoked African American traditions, was a
powerful assertion of black pride at a crucial time in the civil
rights movement in America. Ali claimed he had searched
his conscience and found he could not be true to his religion
and accept military induction.

When he returned to the ring, Ali brought God with him,
concluding each fight with praise to Allah. In recent years,
however, this controversy has largely been forgotten, or rather,
better understood. Ali has come to be appreciated worldwide
as a holy man whose commitment to his Islamic faith, support
for diverse charities and causes, and brave struggle with
Parkinson’s disease have earned him nearly universal respect
and admiration. Ali gives countless public addresses and is es-
pecially fond of speaking to children, counseling them that
love is like a net where hearts are caught like fish. He also be-
lieves that his illness is a divine gift, bestowed on him to make
him more spiritual and to create a different destiny.

Ali is considered an icon of black pride, a global ambas-
sador of peace, and a symbol of courage. The comedian and
activist Dick Gregory remarked of Ali: “If people from outer
space came to earth and we had to give them one represen-
tative of our species to show them our physical prowess, our
spirituality, our decency, our warmth, our kindness, our
humor, and most of all our capacity to love—it would be Ali”
(Hauser 1996, 157).

—Kimberly Rae Connor



Muhammad Ali at the height of his boxing career. (Library of
Congress)
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Ali Ber, Sonni

(d. 1492 c.E.)

Muslim/syncretist ruler

Sonni Ali Ber, founder of the Songhay Empire in West
Africa, is considered a particularly holy figure in Mali,
Niger, and parts of Nigeria. He reigned from 1464 to 1492,
controlling one of the most expansive empires of medieval
Africa. His territory covered central Mali and western parts
of riverain Niger. Although he was Muslim, his ascent to

Ali Ber, Sonni 35

rule is reputed to have been due to his exo-Islamic magical
powers. At present, his spirit is venerated by various West
African cults.

Songhay by ethnicity, Sonni Ali Ber was raised “animist”
by his mother, who was from Sokoto, Nigeria. She came from
the Faru, an ethnic group renowned for their abilities as sor-
cerers. Ironically, her name was Baraka, which in Arabic
refers to “spiritual grace” or “divine blessing.” Indeed, these
qualities were readily attributed to Sonni Ali Ber by followers
during his reign, and to this day Muslims and non-Muslims
alike in West Africa consider him a spiritually powerful,
charismatic holy man.

Early in his rule, Sonni Ali Ber realized that the consid-
erable power held by the Muslim scholars in Timbuktu
(and in general) came by virtue of their religious authority.
As such, he made efforts to couch his rule in Islamic terms
despite the fact that his adherence to Islamic dogma was
decidedly questionable. Thus, although his adherence to
the requisites of Islam was intermittent at best, his status
as a powerful and influential holy man was widely appreci-
ated by Muslims and non-Muslims alike throughout the
empire.

Upon his death in 1492, Sonni Ali Ber’s son Aboubcar Dao
succeeded him, but he was quickly overthrown by Askia Mo-
hammed, Sonni Ali Ber’s nephew and a former commander
in his army. Although Askia Mohammed was far more dedi-
cated to Islam than his uncle was, popular sentiment never-
theless attributed his rise to power to the assistance of Sonni
Ali Ber’s spirit.

At present, Sonni Ali Ber’s spirit is venerated by spirit
possession cults in Mali and Niger. His spirit occupies a dis-
tinct place in the cosmological pantheon. Owing to his con-
siderable conquests and expansive reputation while alive, his
spirit is considered “noble” and held to be the progenitor of
a whole lineage of powerful modern-day Songhay spirits.
Songhay nobles hold this lineage of spirits, and his spirit es-
pecially, to be particularly influential in their lives.

—Noah Butler

See also: African Religions and Holy People; Rulers as Holy People;
Veneration of Holy People
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Ali ibn Abi Talib

(600661 C.E.)

Muslim caliph, imam, martyr

Ali b. Abi Talib was the cousin and son-in-law of the
prophet Muhammad. The fourth caliph of the Muslim
ummah (community of Muslims) and the first Shi’'i imam
(656-661 C.E.), Ali was born in Mecca in 600, the son of
Abu Talib, a highly esteemed member of the Quraysh tribe.
Muhammad received his first revelations in 610, and ‘Ali is
considered to be one of the first converts to Islam, either
second after Muhammad’s wife Khadija, or third after Abu
Bakr.

As Muhammad was raised by his uncle, Ali’s father, the
boys were more like brothers than cousins. On the night of
the Emigration to Medina (hijra) in 622, Muhammad and
Abu Bakr escaped from Mecca in order to save themselves
from being killed, and ‘Ali spent the night in the prophet’s
bed in order to trick the assassins who kept watch over his
residence. Ali’s actions allowed Muhammad to escape to
Medina, where the Muslim community reestablished itself. It
was around this time that ‘Ali married Fatima, the daughter
of Muhammad and Khadija. Ali and Fatima had two sons:
Hasan, who became the second Shi’i imam, and Husayn, the
third imam.

While Muhammad was alive, Ali participated in many
military campaigns. He often served as the flag bearer, al-
though he was the commander of the army in the battles of
Fadak (628) and Yemen (632). After the prophet Muhammad
died in 632, Ali no longer participated in military expedi-
tions, although he did fight in two significant battles (the
Battle of the Camel in 656 and the Battle of Siffin in 657)
during his reign as caliph and imam. While Muhammad was
alive, Ali served as his secretary and companion.

Following Muhammad’s death, a debate regarding the
succession of leadership in the Muslim community
emerged. A group of Muslims devoted to ‘Ali (which later be-
came known as the Shi’at Ali, or Shi'ites; literally the “parti-
sans of Ali”) asserted that Muhammad had designated his
cousin and son-in-law to become the next leader. It is argued
that during Muhammad’s final pilgrimage to the Ka'aba in
Mecca, which later became known as the Farewell Pilgrim-
age, Muhammad designated ‘Al to be his successor at a place
called Ghadir Khumm. When Muhammad died shortly after
the Farewell Pilgrimage, however, the companions of the
prophet decided to elect Abu Bakr as caliph of the Muslim

community. It was not until 656 that ‘Ali was finally elected
caliph, following Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, and ‘Uthman.

‘Ali was often at odds with both ‘Umar and ‘Uthman,
whom he considered to have deviated from the Qur'an and
Sunnah (the tradition of the prophet Muhammad). Ali’s
piety and strict observance of Islamic law caused him to dis-
agree frequently with them. In 656, the third caliph, ‘Uth-
man, was murdered, the implications of which directly af-
fected Ali. On June 17, 656, Ali accepted the nomination to
the caliphate. Many of his critics were opposed to his nomi-
nation, arguing that he had protected ‘Uthman’s murderers.
In 661,Ali was stabbed and killed by a Kharijite (a sect that
had separated from the Shi'a) named ‘Abdur-Rahman ibn
Muljam, and he died two days later in Najaf, Iraq. Ali’s shrine
in Najaf is one of the most holy pilgrimage sites for the Shi’a.

Many sufi orders trace their lineage back through ‘Ali to
the prophet Muhammad. ‘Ali is revered for his piety and ded-
ication to Islam. In the tenth century, his sermons, letters,
and sayings were collected by Muhammad b. al-Husayn al-
Radi into the Nahj al-Balagha (Peak of eloquence). There is
a rich hagiographic tradition, both Shi’i and sufi, which fo-
cuses upon Ali’s exemplary piety and unique qualities.

—Karen G. Ruffle

See also: Fatima bint Muhammad; Hasan b.‘Ali; Hereditary Holiness;
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Ali ibn al-Husayn, Zayn
(658-713 C.E.)
Shi’i Muslim imam
The great-grandson of the prophet Muhammad, Zayn Ali
ibn al-Husayn was present with his father at the massacre in
Karbala in 681 but was spared from death because he was
too ill to fight. Born in 658 to the daughter of a Persian king
and the grandson of the prophet, Ali was known as “the son
of two noble parents”

In Sunni circles, Ali is highly respected because of his
piety, asceticism, and generosity. He is also regarded as a re-



liable transmitter of traditions and an authority in legal mat-
ters. Owing to his intense prayer and devotion, Ali was be-
stowed the honorific title “Zayn al-’Abidin” (ornament of the
worshippers) by al-Zuhri, a famous traditionist.

The Shi’is regard Zayn al-’Abidin as the fourth divinely
appointed imam. He is also known for his ascetic prac-
tices and piety. Many beautiful and moving spiritual dis-
courses preserved in books such as “The Psalms of Islam”
have been attributed to him. The famous poet al-Farazdaq
composed numerous verses that extolled ‘Ali’s eminent
status, noble lineage, and position as the leader of the
Shi’is of his time.

After the events at Karbala, Ali led a quiet life in Medina.
He refused to back Mukhtar’s (d. 687) uprising against those
who had killed his father in Karbala, and he remained neu-
tral in other politico-religious movements in Medina, espe-
cially in Ibn Zubayr’s (d. 692) revolt against Yazid. Due to his
neutral stance, many Shi’is decided to join the Kaysaniyya
movement associated with his uncle, Muhammad b. al-
Hanafiyya, who believe that he was the mahdi, or “rightly
guided one”

Shi'i hagiographic literature contains numerous anec-
dotes of his miracles. When his uncle challenged him over
the leadership of the community, the dispute was allegedly
resolved by the black stone at the Ka’aba, which testified that
Ali was the legitimate imam of the time. Toward the end of
his life, Ali was able to gather a small group of disciples, in-
cluding Aban b. Taghlib, Jabir b. Abd Allah al-Ansari, and
Abu Hamza Thabit b. Dinar, who saw Ali as the legitimate
imam of the time. After his death in 713, a struggle for lead-
ership emerged between two of his sons, Muhammad (also
called al-Baqir) and Zayd.

—Liyakat Takim
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‘Ali Shah

(d. 1938 C.E.)

Muslim holy woman

Lady Ali Shah was the wife of Aga Khan II and a grand-
daughter of the Persian shah Fateh ‘Ali Shah Qajar. After her
husband’s death, she devotedly cared for her son, Sultan
Muhammad Shah, who became imam in 1885 when he was
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not quite eight years old. Lady Ali Shah became very in-
volved in the community and has been celebrated for her
wisdom and vision. Endowed with a dynamic personality,
she has been described as a “born leader” When her son, the
imam, was away from India, she frequently stepped in as a
mediator to resolve issues that arose. Her advice was also so-
licited on a series of matters dealing with personal domestic
problems, business, communal resolutions, and health. She
was especially accepting of various novel aspects of modern
health care, such as inoculations.

Lady ‘Ali Shah spent considerable time in prayer and in
the study and discussion of spiritual matters. When she vis-
ited England in 1932, she was received at Buckingham
Palace by King George V and Queen Mary and endowed
with the title of the Imperial Order of the Crown of India. In
1937, she began to experience ill health and traveled to
Basra by sea in the following year. She died in Najaf in 1938
and was buried next to the tomb of her husband, Shah Ali
Shah. With her endearing manner and dynamism, she
served as a beacon to members of her community, espe-
cially the women, who sought to emulate her in words and
deeds. She is regarded as the paradigm of the traditional
woman who is also progressive and hence bridges two cul-
tures, the East and the West.

—Habibeh Rahim
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Alinesitoué Diatta

(c. 1920-1944 c.E.)

Diola prophet

The best known of the Diola prophets of southern Senegal,
Alinesitoué Diatta introduced a series of new spirit shrines
(ukine) and rituals of supplication of the Supreme Being in
1941 and 1942 before being exiled by the French in 1943. She
died in exile at Timbuktu the following year, but that was
kept a state secret until 1987. During her two years of teach-
ing, Alinesitoué¢ claimed that the Supreme Being, Emitai,
spoke to her and commanded her to instruct the Diola about
a new series of rituals to procure rain.

The Diola number over half a million people and include
the largest number of practitioners of an indigenous reli-
gion in Senegal. They are generally regarded as the finest
rice farmers in West Africa. Droughts, however, are com-
mon, and this threatened the Diola with severe shortages of
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food. The term Emitai dabognol, often translated as
“prophet,”is an epithet that literally means “the one sent by
God?” Before the colonial conquest there were eleven male
prophets, including Atta-Essou of Eloudia. Beginning with
the French occupation, women prophets became active
among the southern Diola. Alinesitoué¢ was the most influ-
ential of these but not the first woman prophet.

She was born in the southwestern Senegalese township of
Kabrousse around 1920. As a teenager, she worked as a maid
in the cities of Ziguinchor and Dakar. Early in 1941, while
walking through the crowded Sandaga Market of Dakar, she
reportedly heard the voice of Emitai, who told her that she
must return home and teach about new spirit shrines that
would ensure adequate rainfall and end the drought. Early in
1942, she summoned the elders of her community and
taught them about these new rituals, most notably Kasila.
This involved the sacrifice of a black bull and other livestock
at a shrine created in the public square of each neighbor-
hood of a Diola township. The ritual was described as a
“charity” because, in sharp contrast to most Diola rituals, it
did not provide the donor of the sacrificial animal with any
ritual privileges. Alinesitoué opened the rituals to participa-
tion by the entire community: Men and women, young and
old, rich and poor all had equal opportunities to become
priests. For seven days and six nights, all meals were shared
in common. Meals were followed by singing and dancing in
honor of the ancestors, and people slept in the public square,
reaffirming the strength of Diola communities. The drought
came to an end.

Alinesitoué’s rituals attracted interest throughout the
Diola areas of Senegal and in the neighboring colonies of
Gambia and Portuguese Guinea. She earned the hostility of
French authorities, however, by opposing their efforts to
spread peanut cultivation, which lured men away from a col-
lective family practice of cultivating rice with the promise of
cash from the sale of peanuts, leaving the rice farming to
women. She earned the enmity of French missionaries by in-
sisting that Diola observe a day of rest, Huyaye, every sixth
day, instead of following the Christian Sunday sabbath. An
insecure Vichy colonial government ordered her arrest in late
January 1943. She was tried under the Indigenat, the French
“native” law code, for the offense of obstructing French colo-
nial initiatives. Alinesitoué limited her defense to a claim
that all she had done was to “transmit the directives He
[Emitai] had dictated” After her conviction and banish-
ment, the drought returned. Since her death, there have
been many other prophets, mostly women, who have
claimed that Emitai sent them to follow in the tradition of
Alinesitoué Diatta.

—Robert M. Baum
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All Saints’ Day

Feast day of the Christian Church celebrated November 1

All Saints’ Day made its first appearance in the Christian
church at Antioch in the fourth century as a commemora-
tion of all holy martyrs and saints on the first Sunday after
Pentecost. John Chrysostom, who preached in Antioch be-
fore he became patriarch of Constantinople, delivered an-
nual sermons on this feast day. The feast spread rapidly
through the Eastern Christian Church, and by the seventh
century it was kept as a public holy day. When Pope Boniface
IV introduced the Feast of All Holy Martyrs in 615, however,
May 13 was the date assigned annually to its observance.
Pope Gregory IV transferred the feast to November 1 in 844.

Pope Gregory IV also convinced the Frankish emperor
Louis the Pious to introduce the feast into his territories. The
reason for the date change is unclear, but scholars believe that
the Feast of All Saints was meant to substitute for the pagan
Celtic celebration of Samhain, when the spirits of the dead
were said to be allowed to walk the earth. The early Christian
Church often placed major feast days on non-Christian holy
days, thereby gradually converting people to Christianity
through gradual acceptance and similarity of traditions. This
practice can also be seen in the assignment of Christmas,
Easter, and Candlemas. Pope Sixtus IV established All Saints’
Day as a liturgical vigil and octave in 1484, but the octave was
discontinued in 1955. The purpose of the feast is to remem-
ber the merits of all the saints through one celebration.

By the end of the Middle Ages, the merging of pre-Chris-
tian and Christian traditions on this date began to emerge as
a celebration in England. Known as Hallowtide, the king and
his court would celebrate by wearing costumes and ringing
church bells. The concept of purgatory, whereby the living
could assist the dead by praying for them, and the notion
that the saints were intercessors between humans and
Christ, boosted the importance of remembering the martyrs
and saints working for human souls before God’s throne. The
modern practice of Halloween, or All Hallow’s Eve, combines
pre-Christian and Christian practices that developed over
the centuries on this date.

—Bradford Lee Eden
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Amandus of Maastricht

(c. 589679 C.E.)

Christian monk, missionary, apostle of Belgium

Amandus of Maastricht was arguably the most successful
Christian missionary of his day, a period that laid the foun-
dation for the Christianization of Western Europe. His suc-
cess resulted from his persistence, his personal example of a
holy life, and his ability to work miracles.

Born in around 589 into a noble and devoutly Christian
family in Aquitania (modern southwestern France), Aman-
dus entered a monastery at the age of twenty and lived the
life of a hermit for the next fifteen years. Drawn out of isola-
tion by his desire to preach the Christian gospel, he under-
took missions into Belgium and to the Slavs and the
Basques. Appointed bishop of Maastricht in 649, Amandus
quickly converted the surrounding region. He then resigned
his see to take his mission farther afield.

Amandus’s earliest biography, written soon after his
death, not only recounts the course of his career and his many
virtues but also provides insight into the methods that Chris-
tian missionaries used in this period. Amandus preached
with great force and enthusiasm, but his words had an effect
on his audiences only when miracles reinforced his message.
For those of his time, he embodied the power of the Christian
God. Amandus mediated disputes, spoke out against royal
sins and abuses of power, destroyed the sacred sites of the na-
tive religion, and reportedly calmed a storm at sea, healed
people’s infirmities, and even raised the dead. Moreover,
Amandus’s apostolic fervor manifested itself in a willingness
to endure repeated setbacks and even physical danger.

Amandus allied with powerful churchmen (notably Pope
Martin I [pope 649-655]) and with Frankish kings (especially
Chlothar II [r. 584-629] and Dagobert [r.623-639]) to advance
his missions. In this way, he helped to foster the Frankish/papal
alliance so decisive for the future history of both Germany and
the papacy. Amandus was also adept at turning the church’s
growing patrimony to spiritual use, buying up non-Christian
slaves, baptizing them, and training them as missionaries to
their own people. He used land granted to him by the Frankish
kings to build monasteries that encouraged asceticism and ed-
ucated those newly converted to the Christian faith. Among the
monasteries Amandus founded were Mont-Blandin, Nivelles,
and Elno. Amandus retired to Elno, where he spent his last
years as abbot. His feast day is February 6.

—Elaine M. Beretz
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Amardas

(1479-1574 C.E.)

Sikh guru, hymn writer

Guru Amardas, the third Sikh guru, was a Vaishnava Hindu
before joining the Sikh community run by Guru Angad at his
center in Khadur. Following the Sikh tradition of nomination
established by Guru Nanak (the first Sikh guru), Guru Angad
passed over his own two sons, Dasu and Datu, and nomi-
nated Amardas to succeed him.

The resulting tension between Guru Amardas and Dasu
and Datu forced Guru Amardas to move the center of the
community to Goindval. At this new location, Guru Amardas
added his own hymns to those of the first two gurus and col-
lected them in a set of four volumes, now known as the
Goindval Pothis. During his guruship the number of Sikhs
increased significantly, and with these new members Guru
Amardas institutionalized some Sikh ritual practices, such
as the death, marriage, and birth ceremonies. The growing
community also necessitated an administrative expansion,
and twenty-two local centers (called manjis) were created to
keep the community running smoothly. Guru Amardas con-
tinued the tradition of nomination, selecting his son-in-law,
Jeth Chand (who became Guru Ramdas), as his successor
before his death in 1574.

Guru Amardas’s hymns reiterate many of the same
themes found in the writings of the first two gurus. The
language used to describe God continues to oscillate be-
tween a nirguna understanding (that is, describing God as
formless and transcendent, “without attributes”) and a
more concrete understanding of God as royalty, the sover-
eign lord of the universe. The importance of the commu-
nity is also emphasized: God protects his worshippers from
unjust earthly kings. One who fails to turn to God is self-
oriented (manmukh). The path to salvation leads one to the
true community (sat sangat), and within this community
the singing of and listening to the Word (bani) in the Gur-
dwara is essential.
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Guru Amardas’s emphasis on the importance of the Word
is significant. In the Goindval Pothis he added the writings of
some nirguna saints, including Kabir, Namdev, Ravidas,
Beni, and others. However, he did not include all of their
writings but chose only those compositions that fit with the
overall temperament of the Sikh gurus. For example, the
Kabir hymns he included are the ones that emphasize the
power and transcendence of God, not those calling for the
destruction of institutional forms of religion.

—Daniel Michon
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Amautas

Inca sages, recorders

According to colonial chroniclers and historians, amautas
and haravicus were Incas who kept a record of historical
events and preserved the literary works and traditions of
their people. Some scholars make a distinction between the
two terms, defining “haravicus” as wise men who recorded
in their memory and recited poetry and ritual songs, and
“amautas” as wise men who recorded all kinds of technolog-
ical, scientific, and religious information.

“Amauta” seems to be derived from the Aymara language,
rather than Quechua, although Aymara and Quechua are
closely related Andean languages (Mignolo and Boone 1994).
The amautas were considered highly knowledgeable and were
in charge of the yachaywasi, the Inca house of knowledge,
equivalent to school. The indigenous chronicler Guaman
Poma de Ayala identifies amautas with poets, astrologers, and
philosophers. They were responsible for the education of Inca
princes and the children of the high nobility.

Although all chroniclers registered the activities of the
amautas, their specific functions have not been clearly es-
tablished. However, amautas were also usually considered
quipucamayos and quilcacamayos, individuals who had the
capacity to record information and transmit it upon request.
Today, the term “amauta” could be translated “maestro;” sig-
nifying a teacher, with emphasis on the person’s wisdom and
achievement. The original meaning of the word in Inca times
has not been sufficiently explained, however.

—Rocio Quispe-Agnoli
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Ambrose

(c. 339-397 C.E.)

Christian bishop, father of the church

An eloquent and politically astute bishop of Milan from 374
until his death in 397, mentor to Augustine of Hippo, and
one of the Latin church fathers, Ambrose was born in Gaul,
where his father was praetorian prefect, in around 339. His
family moved to Rome after the death of his father in 354,
and it was there that his older sister Marcellina devoted her-
self to an ascetic life as a consecrated virgin, yet remaining in
the family home. Marcellina would have a strong impact on
Ambrose, though he pursued a traditional Roman education
in law in preparation for a secular career.

Ambrose’s eloquence in arguing cases brought him to the
attention of the emperor Valentinian, who appointed him
consular governor in Milan, the western capital of the
Roman Empire at the time and a city with deep religious di-
visions between the Arian and orthodox Christians. When
the bishop of the city died, Ambrose, known for his integrity
and evenhandedness, was raised to the bishopric by accla-
mation of the people even though he was not yet baptized
and held no position in the church.

Ambrose was known for his eloquent sermons, impor-
tant theological treatises, and promotion of monasticism,
and for the introduction of hymns, which he wrote himself,
into the liturgy. He was also a powerful political force not
only in Milan but also in the empire, frequently standing up
to emperors and empresses. Ambrose was instrumental in
the removal of the altar of victory from Rome in 382 when he
wrote convincingly against the requests of Symmachus, pre-
fect of the city of Rome. Disputes with the Arians erupted in
386, and Ambrose refused to yield and was besieged in his
basilica, along with members of his congregation (including
Monica, the mother of Augustine), by soldiers sent by the
Arian empress Justina, the mother of the child-emperor
Valentinian II. Ambrose prevailed and the imperial forces
turned away rather than commit a massacre. Later, Ambrose
stood up to the powerful emperor Theodosius I, refusing to
say mass for him and ordering him to perform public
penance for the massacre he ordered of thousands of citi-
zens in Thessalonica. His eulogy for Theodosius, written for
his funeral in 395, is a rhetorical masterpiece.



A few months after the near massacre of 386, Ambrose
led his congregation to the discovery of the bodies of two
early Milanese martyrs, Gervasius and Protasius. Ambrose
was thus able to capitalize on the growing cult of the saints
by providing Milan with its own powerful links to the divine.

Many works by Ambrose survive, including sermons, eu-
logies, treatises, and letters. Significant contributions include
his treatise on virginity, dedicated to his sister, Marcellina,
and his work on widows and widowhood. Accounts of Am-
brose by those who knew him personally can be found in Au-
gustine’s Confessions and in Paulinus of Milan’s hagiography
of the holy bishop.

—Maribel Dietz
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Amerindian Religions and Holy People
Only a very few culture groups in the Americas preserve
written records of their cultural practices that narrate events
before the arrival of the Europeans. For this reason, it is very
difficult to document pre-Christian holy people separate
from a European construction of “holy” or of religion. This
is not to say that the concept of holiness did not exist in the
Americas prior to the arrival of Christian Europeans, just
that the construction of holiness and of religion in the Amer-
icas can be very different from that of many of the other
world religions. What we know and understand about
Amerindian religions comes mostly from the records of
Christian explorers, settlers, and conquerors intent on elim-
inating the local religions as “pagan” or from Western schol-
ars who brand Amerindian religions as “primitive” or cele-
brate them as “utopian” Charles Darwin once classified the
native people of Tierra del Fuego, including the Selknam
(Ona) and the Yamana (Yahgan), as people without religion
or government because they did not seem to exhibit any
practices that corresponded to his own view of what religion
should be. Further investigations revealed that these groups
did have a rich spiritual life; it was just not easily measured
against Darwin’s ethnocentric concept of “religion”

In addition, because of the vast geographical, ethnic, lin-
guistic, and cultural differences, the spiritual practices of the
Amerindians cannot be generalized into one or even several
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identifiable religions. Some culture groups lived and con-
tinue to live in small groups of closely related families. In
other areas, cosmopolitan cities rose and fell. The inhabi-
tants of these cities practiced many different beliefs and
worshipped a vast array of divine and supernatural beings.
We have evidence of some of these groups from the archae-
ological record and from the narratives of European coloniz-
ers and mestizo and native chroniclers who learned to write
in Spanish, French, or English upon the arrival of the Euro-
peans in the Americas. We know about other groups from
social scientists living among various groups doing field-
work, and we know about several groups through their own
written and more recently recorded words.

Because certain characteristics can be identified as
trends in Amerindian religious practices, scholars can make
connections between the various records to help better un-
derstand religious life and holy people in the Americas. From
these records, it is clear that Amerindian religious practices
and the holy people dedicated to them often serve to connect
Amerindian communities with their natural surroundings.
Amerindian holy people practice rituals and activities that
help express the dangers and joys of life, and they attempt to
assure their community’s stability and success in providing
sustenance, security, and shelter. Amerindian holy people
often help the communities keep in contact with or revere
ancestors who have passed before them and help connect the
community’s children with their past and present. An exam-
ination of specific examples in the areas of religion and sus-
tenance, religion and ancestors, and religion and warfare will
illustrate several important aspects of Amerindian religions
and holy people as well as the role of Amerindian religions’
influences on the practice of Christianity in the Americas.

Amerindian Religion and Sustenance

As holy people help the community thrive and sustain their
members, the means in which communities sustain their
people is often directly related to their individual religious
practices. In the Americas, as in other areas, two main ten-
dencies can be identified. Amerindian groups were either
nomadic gatherers and hunters or settled agrarianists. In
many cases, societies developed that were a combination of
the two methods of sustenance. These three possibilities al-
lowed for many variations of religious practices, but each
emphasized specific talents or behaviors that assured suc-
cess in providing food for the community.

Nomadic communities would often prize specific talents
and activities that would aid successful collection of food.
Nomadic gatherers and hunters appreciated talents such as
swiftness, prowess with hunting instruments (bow and
arrow, spear, atl-atl, and so on), bravery, keen eyesight, and
strength. In many cases, the strongest and most dominant
hunter or the descendants of a legendary hunter led these
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Dancers at USA Indian Pow Wow, Minnesota. (Art Directors)

groups. The religious devotion of this leader was often
also very important, since to assure a good hunt, the
proper respects would need to be paid to the land and to
the animals that were to be the prey. Although nomadic
Amerindian groups tended to respect hunting prowess
and strength, agrarian groups possessed different priori-
ties. These cultures celebrated fertility, hard work in the
field, good planting strategies, weather forecasting, and
other characteristics that made the harvest good and food
abundant.

The different means of sustenance allow for differing cos-
mologies as well. Groups dedicated to gathering and hunting
are often more dedicated to solar divinities as examples of
hunting prowess since successful and less dangerous collect-
ing can be performed during daylight hours. The divinities
representing danger were often those of the nighttime since
the darkness brings danger for those who do not reside in
permanent dwellings. In contrast, groups practicing agricul-
ture would find that rainy and dry season predictions were
vital to the success of their crops.

The night sky in many parts of the Americas can be di-
rectly related to crop cycles. In many Northern Hemisphere
locations, for example, the appearance of the constellation
known in the West as the Pleiades corresponds with the
planting season. In the Chaco region of South America, the
Pleiades are called “Grandfather” The Milky Way also repre-
sented the path of water in the rainy season and the frost in
the dry season for Mesoamericans. In the Caribbean and
central tropics, a reverence of tropical storms and hurricanes
as well as droughts was vital to crop success and the avoid-
ance of starvation. Juragan (Hurricane) is a powerful ances-
tor present at the time of the Maya creation in the Popul Vuh,
the great Mayan creation epic.

Amerindian Religion and Ancestors

Most of the cultures known throughout the hemisphere ven-
erated their ancestors; contemporary groups continue this
practice. Like other aspects of religion, however, “ancestor”
can also be perceived differently among Amerindians than
in the European tradition. Many Amerindian cultures nar-
rate creation stories and other accounts in which animals,
natural phenomena, and people once existed together as
equals. Even when people and animals no longer possessed
the ability to talk to each other, respect for these animal (and
sometimes vegetable and mineral) ancestors as well as
human ones was vital to a good and abundant life within the
community. In the Americas, holy “people” could also be an-
imals or other natural phenomena.

For example, the Lakota Sioux tell the story of creation in
the voice of Tunkashila (Grandfather), who is a stone in a
field of grass, speaking to a Lakota medicine man. Coyote,
Jaguar, Anaconda, Dolphin, and Peccary often are repre-
sented as ancestors in Amerindian narratives. In many
cases, no distinction is made between “myth” and “history”
in these narratives. From the Arctic Circle to Mesoamerica
and from the Amazon basin to Tierra del Fuego, these and
many other animals, from condors to opossums, help native
peoples establish the order of the cosmos and the connection
to the world around them. Like Tunkashila, rocks, moun-
tains, springs, caves, and rivers could be ancestors in the
Americas.

Sometimes ancestors would be plants or celestial bodies
in addition to animals and natural forces. Corn in its various
stages is personified and worshipped in human form in
Mesoamerica, for example. The Tzotzil in the Maya area still
revere X'0Ob the “Mother of Maize,” and if the fields are neg-
lected to weeds she will move in to clean them. The soul of
the corn is also personified as “Kox”in Tzotzil. He is linked to
Christ and, as the son of the Sun, represents human vitality
and blood. The moon and the sun also serve as ancestors
throughout the Americas, sometimes even doing battle as a
metaphor for day and night.



In addition to revered ancestors, Amerindian holy people
were often great leaders who helped the community survive
adversity or people who helped make use of a technology to
better provide for the community’s needs. Although many
examples of great leaders in adversity or societal advance-
ment, such as the Mexica Axayacatl, can be identified, exam-
ples of the second type are more difficult to find. One such
example is Varinkoshi, who is responsible for introducing
the peanut to the Shipibo of the Amazon basin. Another ex-
ample of holy people who use technology for the advance-
ment of the community are the quipucamayos, the people re-
sponsible for quantifying the goods and services of the Inca
Empire by keeping the quipu, a series of knotted cords. Since
this empire was designed in service to the Sun, the quipuca-
mayos kept track of religious and administrative informa-
tion in a ritualized and very organized manner, reflecting the
tinkuy, or balance, vital to Inca spiritual life. Their labor was
vital to the success of the empire, and their technology was
very elaborate and very precise.

The veneration of ancestors takes as many different
forms as there are cultures in the Americas. For the
Yanomami of the Amazon jungle, the ancestors are so sacred
that no one can repeat the name of a departed family mem-
ber and no name may ever be used more than once. The
Choctaw creation story explains that the ancient Choctaw
carried the bones of their departed elders while they
searched for a homeland. When they finally arrived in what
is today Winston County, Mississippi, they buried the bones
in a huge platform mound, which is still considered to be
their Great Mother.

Amerindian Religion and Warfare

As cultures in the Americas came into contact with each
other, elements of various cultures were shared, adopted, ex-
changed, or adapted. Nomadic groups that prized hunting
skills sometimes also developed superior military prowess,
or they cultivated talents as merchants by trading goods col-
lected in their travels for the crops or other products of set-
tled people. Agrarian people could provide stores of food in
exchange for luxury items brought to them by nomadic peo-
ple. In many cases, agrarian groups would cultivate an al-
liance with nomadic groups for protection, or the nomadic
groups would become settled or semisettled for better nutri-
tion or a more stable food supply. Sometimes the militaristic
cultures would conquer the less physically able sedentary
groups and subjugate them, or agrarian cultures would im-
press a nomadic group into servitude as guards or defend-
ers. In areas where large cities emerged, such as Mesoamer-
ica, Peru, the East Coast of the United States, and the
Mississippi basin, religious practices emerged that indicate
that both agrarian and nomadic groups contributed to the
spiritual life of these vast cities. As huge trade networks be-
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tween these prosperous cities became established, this, too,
affected religious practices.

The religious life and holy people of the Aztec city of
Tenochtitldn (present-day Mexico City) offer one example of
the practice of empire as a mediation between “civilized”
and “barbarian” societies. Mesoamerica possessed a long
tradition of public and private recording of historical and re-
ligious information graphically, so pre- and post-Hispanic
accounts of Aztec (or better, Mexica) holy people exist. Addi-
tionally, the city was still inhabited in 1519 when Cortés ar-
rived, so we have firsthand testimonies from both the Euro-
peans and the Amerindians about religious practices at the
time. During colonial times, the conquered Mexica, like
many other culture groups of the area, wrote of their own
cultural practices before and after the conquest.

At the same time, the European priests compiled vast en-
cyclopedias of information about Mesoamerican religious
practices in an attempt to document incidents in which their
parishioners “lapsed into pagan ritual,” so that future mis-
sionaries could be aware of these instances and suppress
them. Despite the destructive reasons for the documenta-
tion, these encyclopedias provide an incredibly rich source
of information about pre-Hispanic Mesoamerica, especially
since some priests used native materials to make their ency-
clopedias and then frequently destroyed native-produced
documents in the process.

From the cultural history of the Mexica in Tenochtitldn, we
learn that the ethnic Mexica were a nomadic group devoted to
a mythical warrior named Huitzilopochtli, “Hummingbird
Mirror? This divinity is sometimes portrayed as a humming-
bird whose foot is an obsidian mirror, or as a warrior dressed
as a hummingbird whose foot is an obsidian mirror. The
Mexica arrived in the valley of Mexico during the twelfth cen-
tury after wandering in the desert on a migration from the
northern city of Aztlan. Large cities established by several
agrarian cultures already dominated the area. In the Mexica
language, Nahuatl, the settled groups were called tolteca, “set-
tled” or “civilized” The Mexica referred to their nomadic an-
cestors as chichimeca— “barbarian” or “uncivilized.”

As with many “barbarian” forces, the Mexica began as
servants defending one of the settled cities against the oth-
ers in the area. As this able military force gained power, the
Mexica eventually dominated the entire valley. They founded
the strategic island city of Tenochtitlan and developed a vast
empire that incorporated many other Mesoamerican cul-
tures. The Mexica of Tenochtitldn called themselves folteca-
chichimeca, establishing their links to both their nomadic
ancestors and the settled people whom they had conquered.
They also adopted practices of the local dominated groups
and of each of the cultures that they conquered.

The religion of the Mexica evolved as they incorporated
other divinities and other ethnic groups into the empire.
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Although Mexica theology reflected a deep devotion to mili-
tary divinities like their patron Huitzilopochtli to assure the
success in conquest endeavors, many rituals and celebra-
tions also reflected a keen awareness of the agricultural
needs of a city of 250,000 people. Mexica religion also re-
flected a need for the newly arrived conquerors to legitimize
their right to rule by connecting to the historical power base.
The Mexica ruled from a theocratic position; every political
and military decision depended upon consultation with the
divine. The leader, the tlatoani, was “he who speaks,” indi-
cating that he communicated with both human and divine
beings. Many pre-Hispanic images, and some poetic texts re-
covered from the colonial era, present the tlatoani preparing
for communication with the divine. The first step in prepa-
ration for this event was to perform an auto-sacrificial
bloodletting. Another method for assuring favor with the di-
vine was the offering of human sacrifices.

The practice of human sacrifice is one of the most im-
portant tenets of Mesoamerican religion. The justification
for this practice reflects an awareness of agricultural
metaphor, yet its most widespread function at the time of the
arrival of the Europeans is directly tied to Mexica military
prowess. In Mesoamerica, several types of human sacrifice
exist: auto-sacrifice, sacrifice to emulate a divinity, and pris-
oner sacrifice. In each case, the idea that blood is the most
precious fluid and that it must be offered to please specific
divinities serves to justify the practice. In auto-sacrifice, a
person, usually a tlatoani or a priest, lets blood from the ear-
lobe, the hand, the tongue, or the genitals in imitation of the
divinity Tlaloc, who offers his precious fluid—water—as
the rain. The written records throughout Mesoamerica illus-
trate auto-sacrificial rituals practiced by warriors preparing
for battle and by rulers requesting or receiving counsel from
their ancestors.

Many of the rituals based upon the calendar included the
practice of human sacrifice to emulate a divinity. The vic-
tims, often chosen from the local population, would be
dressed as a specific divinity and sacrificed in imitation of
that divinity. These sacrifices were often performed by de-
capitation, and the victim’s skin would be used as the cos-
tume of a priest. In the ritual for celebrating the corn harvest
dedicated to the divinity Xipe Totec, “The Flayed God,” the
victim’s skin served as a metaphor for the dried cornhusks
around the ripe ear of corn. Other divinities who received
human sacrifices in imitation included Tlazoteotl, “She Who
Eats Our Filth” (also known as Inn Tonan, “Our Mother”),
and Tlaloc, the patron of rain who received the sacrifice of
crying children to assure the proper amounts of rain. These
sacrifices lean more to the agrarian focus of the empire than
to the militaristic endeavors.

A third form of sacrifice combined both militaristic and
fertility images. The practice of prisoner sacrifice became

the motivating force behind the Mexica military machine.
The Mexica believed that the blood of a sacrificed warrior
taken captive in battle would nourish the sun and assure its
daily path across the sky. This was performed in emulation
of the Aztec sun god Nanahuatl, who sacrificed himself into
a bonfire in the ancient city of Teotihuacan to become the
sun. After this auto-sacrifice, the new sun then demanded
that the other divinities who witnessed the event sacrifice
themselves to feed him with enough energy to move across
the sky. The Mexica wanted to assure the rising of the sun
each day, so daily prisoner sacrifices were instituted. These
were usually heart sacrifices.

Prisoner sacrifice also resulted as the product of an al-
liance between Tenochtitlin and two neighboring states:
Texcoco and Tlaxcala. During a severe drought, the rulers of
the three states decided to implement the xochiyaoyot],
“Flowery War,” in which warriors would be captured for sac-
rifice to the divinity Tezcatlipoca, the patron of the military
class. The blood of these warriors was supposed to coax the
divinity to return a magical obsidian mirror that predicted
floods and droughts. Agrarian concerns once again became
part of the mechanics of military warfare and conquest. The
forces would meet in ritualized battle on a monthly basis for
the purpose of taking captives to sacrifice.

On the part of the warrior, the most glorious reward—the
right to reside in the paradise of Tamoanchan after death—
was reserved for those who died in battle. This honor was
also bestowed upon women who died in childbirth. In some
ways, the two deaths are similar. Both would usually result
from a violent action causing the loss of large amounts of
blood, and both would have been activities that furthered
the military might of the Mexica Empire.

For the Mexica, warriors and rulers were considered ex-
tremely holy people whose success depended upon their
celebration of the appropriate rites and rituals. For women,
the role of the midwife was also sacred. One of the most
powerful female divinities, Tlazoteotl, was the patron of
midwives as well as the mother of Cinteotl, the young corn
divinity. In the celebrations dedicated to her, the midwives
would dress as warriors and run through the streets singing
her songs and accompanying her impersonator. The Mexica
adopted this divinity from the coastal Huastec culture; but
again, images of fertility and agrarian concerns were
adapted into the military focus of Mexica society. The cele-
bration to a fertility divinity became the time of year to
dedicate new weapons as the season for warfare was liter-
ally born during this festival.

Amerindian Religion and Christianity

Upon the arrival of the Europeans, Amerindians encoun-
tered serious threats to their lifestyles, their health, and
their belief structures. Since one of the principal foci for the



Spanish crown was the conversion of new Christians, the
“Catholic Kings,” Ferdinand and Isabella, immediately sent
an army of missionary priests to their new colonies. In the
Spanish colonies, these priests marveled at the fact that
some of the groups they sought to convert became very de-
vout Christians. These groups were celebrated and even
held up as great models for Christian conduct to be emu-
lated in Europe. Many Amerindians distinguished them-
selves within the Christian colonization process, but they
also marked the Christianity practiced in the Americas with
a decidedly different character. A visit to a rural colonial
church in Latin America illustrates that the Amerindians
brought their own voices and their own images to the new
religion they were learning, and the priests allowed some
fluidity, often incorporating pre-Christian practices into re-
ligious celebrations.

The Amerindians who became devout Catholics did not
necessarily abandon their previous practices but adapted
them to suit the priests of the new religion. One of the most
powerful links between pre-Hispanic and Christianized
Mesoamerica was the connection made between Quetzal-
coatl and Christ. Colonial crucifixes elaborated by native ar-
tisans often contained an image of Quetzalcoatl inside. Pre-
Hispanic musical and poetic forms once dedicated to human
sacrifice and military prowess were incorporated to sing the
praises of Christ, the Virgin Mary, and other important
Christian figures. The devotion of the Americas to the Virgin
of Guadalupe, for example, can be traced to a combination of
pre-Hispanic and colonial religious ideas. In areas where
Africans were brought to the Americas, Amerindian,
African, and Christian practices became fused into the reli-
gious lives of local people. Vodun and Santerfa in the
Caribbean and Candomblé in Brazil are examples of this
process.

The children of Amerindian elite families and those of
the conquistadors and their Amerindian brides (mestizos)
were often educated in the Catholic schools. The narratives
of some of these indigenous and “mixed-race” voices have
helped contribute to an understanding of American and Eu-
ropean religious influences in the Spanish colonies. Fer-
nando Alva Iztlixochit], a mestizo educated in the Franciscan
university in Texcoco, Mexico, documented the Mexican past
in both Spanish and Nahuatl.

In Peru, the chronicles of mestizo Garcilaso de la Vega, “El
Inca,” explained the Amerindian religious practices of his
mother’s family from his perspective as a Christian educated
in the Catholic tradition of his father. Although denouncing
the “pagan” practices of his Amerindian heritage, he chroni-
cled much information not otherwise available on pre-His-
panic Peru. Another Peruvian figure left a mark and a deep-
ening intrigue on colonial letters: Felipe Guaman Poma de
Ayala. This indigenous voice criticized the Catholic presence
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and the governmental organization of colonial Peru and cel-
ebrated the pre-Hispanic past.

Amerindian resistance leaders, from the Inca Atahualpa
to Seneca Iroquois leader Handsome Lake and Lakota
leader Sitting Bull, are normally considered historical fig-
ures in the Americas, but these and many other Amerindian
resistance leaders also served as extremely important holy
leaders. Resistance, like all other aspects of Amerindian life,
was a spiritual endeavor and required the leaders to request
and perform the appropriate rituals and blessings to assure
the success of their communities. Not all Amerindian
groups resisted European ways, however, and in recent
years, the canonization of the first Amerindian saint, Kateri
Tekakwitha, and the Nahua who witnessed the first appear-
ance of the Virgin of Guadalupe, Juan Diego, have further
linked the Amerindian and Christian religious practices of
the Americas.

—Jeanne L. Gillespie
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’Amili, al-, Shaykh Baha’i

(1547-1622 C.E.)

Shi’i Muslim mystic, poet

Shaykh Baha'i ad-Din Muhammad al-Juba’i al-’Amili was
the leading Shi’i cleric in Iran during the reign of Shah‘Abbas
(1588-1639), which marked the apogee of the Safavid Em-
pire. He was a gifted polymath as well as a mystic and poet.

Shaykh Baha’i was born in Baalbek in Lebanon in 1547,
but in 1558, when the execution of Shahid Thani, the leading
Shi’i cleric in Lebanon, took place at the hands of the Ot-
toman authorities, Baha'’s father joined the large number of
Shi’i religious scholars moving to Iran. There, the Safavid dy-
nasty had recently proclaimed Shi’ism to be the state religion
and was trying to impose this upon the populace. Baha'i set-
tled in Qazvin, the Safavid capital, and pursued his studies
there. Later, he was appointed shaykh al-Islam (religious
leader) in the city of Herat, then regarded as part of the Per-
sian province of Khorasan but now in Afghanistan.

In 1576, Shaykh Baha'i was appointed shaykh al-Islam of
the new capital that Shah Abbas had established in Isfahan.
This was the highest religious position in Iran, and over the
next few years, Shaykh Baha’i was engaged in teaching stu-
dents and building up the religious institutions of this Shi’i
state. He even played a role in planning the city of Isfahan. By
1583, however, he had grown weary of high office and re-
signed his post to go on pilgrimage to Mecca. After this, he ex-
tended his travels, spending time in Egypt and Jerusalem be-
fore returning to Iran in about 1585. Rather than return to
official duties, however, he had by this time taken to the life of
a penniless wandering dervish, and he continued to wander
about Iran, seeking the company of sufis and composing
verses with mystical allusions. After thirty years of such a life,
he settled in Isfahan, where he spent his last years. He died in
1622 and is buried at Tus near Mashhad in northeastern Iran.

Baha’i wrote some hundred works on an extraordinarily
wide range of subjects. Among Shi’i scholars he is best
known for his books in the field of religious jurisprudence,
which were the standard works on the subject for a long
time. He is regarded as the mujaddid (renewer) of Shi’i Islam
for the eleventh Islamic century. Among ordinary folk he is
better known for his Kashkul (The album), a potpourri of
prose and poetry on a variety of subjects, and his poetry in
both Arabic and Persian. He also wrote well-respected trea-
tises on a wide range of subjects such as grammar, astron-
omy, mathematics, and alchemy.

—Moojan Momen
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Amitabha (Chin.: Amituo Fo; Jap.: Amida Butsu)
Mahayana Buddhist buddha

Amitabha, the buddha of the Pure Land of the west, is one of
the most influential and prominent buddhas in the Ma-
hayana tradition. Amitabha’s western paradise, Sukhavati,
like other mythical paradise lands of Buddhist thought, is
not to be understood in terms of locality but rather as a state
of consciousness. Amitabha is one of the main focal points
in Chinese and Japanese Buddhism and is known as the em-
bodiment of mercy and wisdom.

The word “Amitabha” is of Sanskrit origin: amita, mean-
ing “infinite,” and abha, meaning “light” The usual transla-
tion is “buddha of infinite light” The Japanese use the words
“Amida” and “Amitayus;” as well as “Amitabha,” to refer to
him. The Chinese have their own twofold form: “O-mi-t'o”
(transliteration of “Amida”) and “Amituo Fo.”

Amitabha Buddha is said to be the ruler of the western
Pure Land, which is accessible to all who have sincere faith in
Amitabha. Pure Lands, by definition, are purified realms cre-
ated by the buddhas of the six directions out of their unend-
ing compassion and great wisdom. The buddhas watch over
these lands and teach there to aid other beings who are on
the path to enlightenment. Even the commoner who has not
had the opportunity to become literate has every possibility
of achieving salvation with the simple utterance of
Amitabha’s name. Everything in this Pure Land is conducive
to enlightenment, and once someone is there, nirvana will be
obtained without fail in the individual’s next lifetime.

Iconography of Amitabha and the Pure Lands is extensive
and is especially seen in Japanese, Chinese, and Tibetan art.
He is often depicted seated on top of a lotus flower, the sym-
bol of purity. Adorned with precious jewels, he sits in the
lotus position with his hands folded in a teaching posture. In
representations where he has a shaved head, he is Dhar-
makara, a buddha whom he is believed to have been in a
prior lifetime. Some artists picture Amitabha with a mudra
(sign of power), along with the bodhisattvas Avalokiteshvara
on his left side and Mahasthamaprapta on his right. Tradi-
tion says that Amitabha was a king who came into contact
with Buddhist teachings, gave up his throne, and became the
monk Dharmakara. His purpose was to create a paradise in
which people could come after death to finalize their way to
the nirvanic state. He took forty-eight vows, the eighteenth
being the most important, to help sustain the followers of
this path. The eighteenth vow states that at the time of pass-
ing Amitabha would be there to bring beings into his west-
ern Pure Land so that they, too, could achieve ultimate nir-



vana. On his merit alone, through thousands and thousands
of years, he was able to create this Pure Land, which is also
called the Land of Bliss.

Doctrinally, there are three Chinese sutras that comprise
the Pure Land tradition: the Larger Sukhavativyuha, the
Smaller Sukhavativyuha, and the less-studied Amitayurd-
hyana Sutra. They describe the teaching of Amitabha along
with an account of what this “heaven” looks like and how it
can be achieved.

— Jeff Elowers
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Ammachi

(1953 c.E.-)

Hindu guru

Ammachi, or simply “Amma” (mother)—also known as
Mata Amritanandamayi (mother of immortal bliss)—is a
prominent contemporary Hindu female guru commanding a
large following of devotees of all ages, races, religions, and
walks of life. Known as the Mother of Compassion and the
“Hugging Saint,” since she has literally embraced millions of
devotees, she is revered by her followers as the embodiment
of the Divine Mother (Devi-Bhava).

Ammachi was born in 1953 as the fourth child of Sugu-
nanandan and Damayanti in a poor, low-caste family in
rural Kerala, south India. Her biographies claim that she was
a spiritually gifted child endowed with mystical and
suprahuman traits who rose from a life of poverty, abuse,
and rejection to become a charismatic religious leader. The
turning point in her spiritual career is linked to her religious
experiences in late 1975, when she claims to have realized
personal identification, initially with the Hindu god Krishna,
and later with the Divine Mother. Ammachi is said to reveal
her true identity in a weekly ritual in which she assumes the
mood of the Divine Mother for the spiritual edification of
her devotees.

Ammachi’s spiritual fame spread throughout India and
beyond as moving stories were told about her miraculous
powers and the personal transformation she is said to effect
through her spiritual embrace. The Amritapuri ashram, es-
tablished in 1981 in Kollam, Kerala, serves as headquarters
for the movement. Following her first spiritual tour to the
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West in 1987, numerous transnational congregations (sat-
sang) and centers emerged that Ammachi visits during her
three-month annual tour. Most important among them is the
Mata Amritanandamayi Center in San Ramon, California,
which has grown into a full-fledged ashram housing several
celibate aspirants. The Ammachi movement has grown
today into a global spiritual movement with two dozen fully
initiated male and female renunciants and several hundred
celibate aspirants. The movement also has a vast network of
educational, social welfare, charitable, and medical institu-
tions concentrated mainly in India. Within the movement,
religious authority, leadership, and power are hierarchically
structured. Although spiritual power resides solely in Am-
machi, the temporal administration of her institutions is—
at Ammachi’s personal choice—exercised by a band of
trusted disciples.

Firmly grounded in Hindu philosophical, religious,
mystical, and devotional traditions, Ammachi also has in-
troduced several radical innovations to the Hindu ritual
tradition, best exemplified in her reformulation of darsan,
or spiritual embrace—her trademark—and the empow-
erment of women’s public ritual roles. Ammachi transmits
her core spiritual message of unconditional love through
the medium of spiritual embrace. Involving intense phys-
ical contact in the form of hugging, kissing, and touching,
darsan is also the most intimate and personal mode of in-
teraction between Ammachi and her devotees. In redefin-
ing the traditional Hindu understanding of darsan from
auspicious sight of the divine into an intimate, tactile en-
counter with the embodied divine, Ammachi defies and
redefines orthodox Hindu norms concerning ritual purity,
pollution, and bodily contact between the devotee and the
embodied divine as well as Hindu social norms governing
gender relations. Similarly, despite opposition from some
Hindu leaders, she has installed a number of her female
renunciants as temple priestesses authorized to perform
public rituals (puja).

Ammachi’s daring innovations are inspired by the need
to acculturate her message to an ever-widening global audi-
ence that extends beyond the Indian frontiers as well as by
an urge to reject obsolete Hindu ritual norms and practices.
In her defiant rejection of orthodox norms and in the radical
innovations she has introduced, Ammachi is calling her
devotees—in India and abroad—to transcend the cultural
constraints of a religious tradition and grasp its central mes-
sage of god-realization through unconditional love. In her
embodied self as guru and in her embodied darsan ritual,
Ammachi concretizes and mediates this message of uncon-
ditional love. She is the recipient of several national and in-
ternational awards, including the United Nations’ Gandhi-
King Award for Non-Violence in 2002.

—Selva J. Raj
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Amnon of Mainz

(10th cent. C.E.?)

Jewish legendary martyr

A legendary martyr, Amnon’s story is known mainly
through a late thirteenth-century copy of the Sefer Or Zarua
(Explanations of talmudic problems) of Rabbi Isaac ben
Moses of Vienna (c. 1180-c. 1250), which quotes Rabbi
Ephraim of Bonn (1133-post 1197), who wrote a chronicle
on the crusades and other anti-Semitic persecutions as well
as a collection of liturgical poems, some of which celebrate
Jewish martyrs.

The outline of the story is that a ruler in tenth-century
Mainz, usually identified as the bishop, continually pressed
Rabbi Amnon to convert to Christianity. At length, Amnon re-
quested three days to consider. When he did not appear at the
appointed time, he was forcibly brought before the bishop,
where he requested that his tongue be cut out for not refusing
immediately, since his agreement had led the bishop to be-
lieve that he might renounce his faith. Instead, the bishop or-
dered his limbs mutilated. Dying from these wounds, Amnon
asked to be taken to the synagogue on Rosh Hashanah, where,
before dying, he recited the “U-Netanneh Tokef Kesushat ha-
Yom” (Let us tell the mighty holiness of this day). The prayer
is used to this day in Ashkenazic liturgy and has also been
adapted for use in Sephardic communities.

Various versions include more details—for example, re-
porting that the bishop ordered Amnon’s feet cut off for hav-
ing failed to carry Amnon to him. One breathtakingly
graphic version says that the bishop had each of Amnon’s
limbs removed one joint at a time and salt poured on the
wounds, then ordered him to be carried home with his sev-
ered limbs. Further, the legend says that, though Amnon died
immediately after reciting the prayer, he appeared in a
dream to Kalonymus ben Meshullam, taught him the prayer,
and asked that it be circulated throughout the Diaspora for
use on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur.

The prayer, however, is much older, derived from an early
Palestinian prayer found in old liturgical manuscripts and
genizah fragments and later attributed to Amnon. The leg-
end associating Amnon with the prayer seems to be a re-
sponse to the increasing persecution of European Jewry and
represents the effort to maintain steadfastness even in the
face of torture.

—Mary K. Ramsey
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An Shigao (An Shih-Kao)

(2nd cent. C.E.)

Buddhist monk, translator

An Shigao was a Parthian Buddhist monk of the second
century and one of the earliest recorded translators and
transmitters of Buddhism into China. His real name was
Angqing; An Shigao was a pen name. The son of a Parthian
king, he was widely learned, skilled in astronomy and as-
trology, and especially versed in philosophical treatises
(abhidharma). Having surrendered the succession to his
uncle, An Shigao aspired to Buddhist scholarship and left
his native land to wander about, eventually taking up resi-
dence in China during the reign of Emperor Huandi in 147
c.k. He stayed nearly twenty years and devoted his life to
the translation of Buddhist scriptures. Around the year
170, An Shigao traveled to southern China and visited nu-
merous places. Many miraculous stories about him were
circulated in these places. However, very little is known
about his old age.

An Shigao’s translations are mainly Theravada texts re-
lated to the Buddhist scholastic treatises and meditation. He
came to China at a time when Buddhism had already
reached the Chinese court as well as society, and with the
help of the Chinese he translated many Buddhist texts. The
exact number cannot be ascertained, but, according to
Daoan’s catalog, there were thirty-five texts in forty-one fas-
cicles, many of which are lost; today only twenty-two texts in
twenty-six fascicles are extant. At any rate, his translation
was a reliable one and it was basic to the further develop-
ment of early Chinese Buddhism. Thus, An Shigao started
the organized translation of coherent texts, which became in
more or less uninterrupted sequence a series of Buddhist
scriptures in Chinese translation.

—Guang Xing

See also: Buddhism and Holy People; Rulers as Holy People; Scholars
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Anan ben David

(fl. 8th cent. c.E.)

Jewish scholar

Anan ben David is the first figure associated with what eventu-
ally became the Karaite challenge to the hegemony of rabban-
ite Judaism in the Muslim East. Apparently a scholar from an
aristocratic Jewish background who flourished in the second
half of the eighth century, and possibly claiming descent from
the line of King David, Anan seems to have been one of the first
to articulate a series of antirabbanite positions and to attempt
to consolidate various antiestablishment tendencies among the
Jewish communities in Iraq and beyond in an age when rab-
banite authorities endeavored to centralize Jewish communi-
ties and systematize Jewish practice under their aegis. Follow-
ers of “Ananite” Judaism were thus the forerunners of mature
Karaite Judaism of the ninth and tenth centuries, even if they
were critical of Anan for not going far enough in his critique of
rabbanite Judaism. Later sources of both rabbanite and Karaite
provenance offer manifestly apocryphal, often fanciful ac-
counts of Anan’s experiences and teachings, leaving us with im-
ages of a truly enigmatic historical figure.

Anan’s approach to Judaism is supposedly captured in a
pithy saying later Karaites attributed to him: “Search well in
the Torah, and do not rely upon my opinion.” This utterance
obviously reflects the strict textual basis of Anan’s Judaism;
it also captures his apparent distrust of an authoritative rab-
banite tradition, his reformist tendencies, and his belief in
individual interpretation. Indeed, Anan’s thinking and scrip-
tural interpretations are documented in the Sefer ha-Mitzvot
(Book of legal precepts), an Aramaic text (fragments have
survived) whose literal approach to the Hebrew Bible stands
in contrast to contemporary rabbinic readings.

In particular, Anan advocates ritual practices that be-
came hallmarks of mature Karaism: direct lunar observa-
tion for setting the liturgical calendar (as opposed to rab-
banite reliance on the astronomical calendar), and the
prohibition of lights, sexual intercourse, and circumcision
on the Sabbath, which in effect treated Sabbath observance
as a day of mourning rather than as a festive holy day. In the
main, it appears that Anan’s legal strictures were more rigor-
ous and ascetic minded than the rulings of his rabbanite
contemporaries even as they both utilized analogy as the
principal tool of hermeneutics.

—Ross Brann
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Ananda

(c. 5th—4th cents. B.C.E.)

Buddhist monk, follower of the Buddha

Ananda is said to have been first cousin and personal atten-
dant of the Shakyamuni Buddha, who personally ordained
him in the second year of his ministry in the fifth or fourth
century B.C.E. Soon after ordination, Ananda attained the
first level of enlightenment (shrotapanna). Legends from dif-
ferent Buddhist traditions indicate that he was one of the
greatest personalities in the history of Buddhism. All ac-
counts of Ananda’s life contain the Buddha’s own tribute to
his devotion and wisdom.

During the last twenty-five years of Shakyamuni Bud-
dha’s ministry, Ananda worked as his personal attendant
and was always by his side. The Mahaparinibbana Sutra
gives many examples of his solicitude. Ananda was the
Buddha’s equal in age (having been born on the same day),
and it is touching to read of this old and most devoted at-
tendant ministering to his eminent cousin. It is said that
when the Shakyamuni was ill, Ananda became sympathet-
ically sick. Different texts shower praises on Ananda for the
exemplary manner in which he performed his duties as
personal attendant. The Samyutta commentary calls him a
“wise saint.”

Owing to his reputation as an expert on the dharma
(Buddhist doctrine), monks and laypeople alike often ap-
proached him for detailed exposition and he became known
as Dharma-Treasurer (Dharmabhandagarika). The Buddha
is reported to have said that one who wants to honor the
dharma should honor Ananda. At the First Buddhist Coun-
cil, Ananda helped the order led by Maha Kashyapa to re-
hearse the dharma, and at the end of the council, the doc-
trine was handed over to Ananda and his pupils to be
preserved for posterity. In the first four Nikayas of the Sutra
Pitaka, every discourse begins with the words “Thus have I
heard,” the “I” referring to Ananda as he had personally
heard every discourse from the Buddha. A collection of
verses is also ascribed to him in the Theragatha.

It was on Anandas insistence that women were allowed
entry into the Buddhist samgha (monastic community).
This made him very popular with the nuns, much against
the Buddha’s own inclination. His concern for the sick and
his ability as a peacemaker among monks form the basis of
many stories in Buddhist literature. According to the Angut-
tara Nikaya, the Shakyamuni ranked him the foremost monk
in five respects: erudition, good behavior, retentive memory,
resoluteness, and personal attention. Despite being the Bud-
dha’s intimate disciple, Ananda attained enlightenment only
on the eve of the First Council after the death of the Buddha.

Ananda is said to have lived to the age of 120. He seems to
have spent the last years of his life teaching, preaching, and
encouraging his younger colleagues. After his death, his
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relics were divided into two parts and stupas (shrines) were
built over them.
—K. TS. Sarao
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See Madhva

Anastasius the Persian

(d. 628 C.E.)

Christian monk, martyr

Anastasius, a seventh-century Persian convert to Christian-
ity, was murdered by adherents of his former religion,
Zoroastrianism. His cult was very popular throughout the
Mediterranean in the years following his death, largely be-
cause he served as a role model for Christian piety in a time
of complex religious and political upheavals.

Originally named Magundat, before his conversion Anas-
tasius was a political adherent of King Chosroés II (r.
590-628). He fought with Chosroés in the campaign that
captured Jerusalem in 614 and was part of the retinue that
carried the True Cross back to Persia as a gift for the Chris-
tian queen, Meryem. Encountering this most powerful of all
Christian relics led Magundat back to Jerusalem to explore
Christianity, and eventually to convert. He took the name
Anastasius at his baptism. His earliest years as a Christian
were spent in a monastery near Jerusalem, where depictions
of the martyrs on the walls of the church inspired him to fol-
low their example. He left the monastery to preach the
gospel, hoping to die in the process. He felt that the surest
way to achieve both goals was to target his former comrades
in the Persian garrison.

His confrontational preaching style led to his capture and
torture. Anastasius refused to recant his new religion. Even-
tually, he was carried off to Bethsaloe in Assyria. There, ac-
cording to legend, his torturers tried a new tactic: tempting
Anastasius with highest honors and wealth if he would re-
turn to his former religion. When Anastasius resisted, he was
strangled.

Anastasius’s body was originally buried close to his place
of death. His relics were taken to Palestine in about 631 and

then translated to Constantinople after the Arab invasion of
Palestine in 638. From there, his head and an icon were
brought to a Greek monastery outside Rome sometime after
645. His various tombs were the sites of many miracles. A bi-
ography of Anastasius, written in Greek by 630 and widely
circulated, was translated into Latin by about 650. Theodore
of Tarsus, the Greek monk who became archbishop of Can-
terbury in 669, spread Anastasius’s cult to England. His feast
day is January 22.

—Elaine M. Beretz
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Anathapindika

(c. 5th cent. B.C.E.)

Buddhist layman

Anathapindika was a banker of Shravasti in India at the time
of the historic Buddha around the fifth century s.c.t. Though
his personal name was Sudatta, he became known as
Anathapindika (feeder of the destitute) because of his un-
paralleled munificence. His first meeting with the Buddha
took place while he was on a business trip in Rajagha during
the first year of the Buddha’s ministry. Immediately after this
meeting, he was converted and attained the first level of en-
lightenment (shrotapanna).

Thereafter, he invited the Buddha to spend the rainy sea-
son at Shravasti. It is said that, to make the journey comfort-
able for the Buddha and the monks, he had many monaster-
ies built along the way. At Shravasti, he erected the famous
Jetavanarama, the Buddha's favorite rainy season retreat,and
then presented it to the samgha (monastic community). This
incident is recorded on one of the pillars of the Bharhut
stupa. As a result of this and many other benefactions in the
cause of the Buddhist order, Anathapindika was recognized
by the Buddha as the foremost among all almsgivers. Besides
feeding a large number of monks in his house daily, he also
provided meals to guests, villagers, the physically chal-
lenged, and poor people.

It is said that as a result of his selfless generosity,
Anathapindika was gradually reduced to poverty. The Bud-
dha preached the Velama Sutra to encourage Anathapindika,
who felt disappointed that he could no longer provide luxu-



ries for the monks. According to legend, a deity, on the advice
of the god Sakka, helped him to become rich again. The Bud-
dha is also said to have recognized him as a keen debater and
defender of the dharma (Buddhist doctrine).
Anathapindika went regularly to see the Buddha, but we
are told that he never asked a question of the Buddha lest he
should weary him. He did not wish the Buddha to feel
obliged to preach to him in return for his munificence. The
Buddha preached to him of his own accord, however, on var-
ious occasions. Anathapindika died before the Buddha.
When he was on his deathbed, Shariputra preached the
Anathapindikovada Sutra to him. He was said to have been
reborn in the Tusita heaven, and the Sarabhanga Jataka of
the Mahavastu identifies him as Shakra Shacipati, the lord of
the deities.
—K. T.S. Sarao
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Ancestors

It has been estimated that ancestor worship is a part of reli-
gion for about 60 percent of world cultures. Dead ancestors
are in many ways the ideal intermediaries between human
beings and the divine: They have direct personal experience
of the problems of human existence and maintain an inter-
est in the communities and kinship groups of which they
were members, but at the same time have transcended
human existence. In some cultures, the dead continue as
part of a kinship group; most societies, however, have fo-
cused on important ancestors—leaders of the commu-
nity—as holy people worthy of special veneration. This is
especially central to many popular religions, such as the “vil-
lage religion” of India, in which the most important objects
of worship are usually local heroes and goddesses who are
often former members of the community. And, since only a
limited number of people with special characteristics of
birth or initiation can communicate with the dead ancestors,
these people, too, have been regarded as worthy of venera-
tion by their communities.

Many ancient cultures, including Egypt, the Incan Em-
pire, China, and Rome, worshipped ancestors, especially
the spirits of former rulers, who, it was believed, could
form a link between living humans and the divine. Today,
the practice is most common in sub-Saharan Africa, where
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Reliquary figure in Gabon. Designed to perpetuate the memory of
founders of tribes through family or community worship, it
expresses forcefully the persistence and authority of ancestors,who
thus remain doubly present on a material and symbolic level. (Art
Directors)

ancestors are often venerated as guardians of the lineage of
an ethnic group. In some African societies, such as on
Madagascar, the ancestors are regarded as central to life,
and there are shrines of ancestors in homes. But only lead-
ers of the community or clan can become ancestors; com-
mon people simply become ghosts. Ancestors are also ven-
erated in most Amerindian religions, where often a natural
phenomenon or animal is regarded as the ancestor of a
group. Thus, the ancestor Tunkashila is a stone. Perhaps
more common, though, is the belief reflected in the
Choctaw legend that the Choctaw brought the bones of
their dead elders along with them while questing for a new
homeland. On their arrival, they buried the bones in a huge
platform mound that is still regarded as the “Great Mother”
of the Choctaw.

In other cultures, some ancestral figures have been raised
specifically to divine status. Thus, in early Chinese legend,
the supreme being Shang-ti was the original ancestor of the
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people of Shang (second millennium B.c.E.); similarly, many
of the divinities of West Africa, the orisha, were especially
significant and praiseworthy ancestors raised to divine sta-
tus. In Zimbabwean belief, the great ancestors, “lion spirits”
such as Nehanda, have reached divine status and are able to
help in war, make rain, and perform other vital functions,
working through spirit mediums. Even religions that have no
formal mechanism for veneration of ancestors, such as Ju-
daism, accept that the merits of the “fathers” can secure fu-
ture blessings for descendants. In the case of Judaism, the
good deeds of the patriarchs gained benefits for future gen-
erations of Jews.

In general, ancestors are intermediaries to the gods
rather than gods themselves, as in the belief system of the
Congo. What most differentiates them from Christian
saints, who also play an important role as intermediaries, is
the fact that only specific people, usually members of the
same kinship group, can communicate with an ancestor,
while anyone has access to a Christian saint. Thus, much of
the authority of the Japanese emperors and empresses was
based on the fact that only they could intercede with their
ancestress, the sun goddess Amaterasu. A similar special
link to the ancestors is important to the idea of leadership
or kingship in many communities. For example, the Zulu
royal family, both male and female, acted as vital interme-
diaries between the people and the important ancestors.
Aztec rulers had to validate their right to rule by journeying
to the otherworld, where they would receive the right to rule
from the previous monarch.

Religious leaders have often claimed authority because
of their ability to communicate with ancestors, continuing
into modern times. For example, the central teaching of the
Paiute prophet Wovoka, founder of the North American
Ghost Dance movement (1889-1890), was that he had com-
municated with the ancestors and could teach others to do
the same with ritual dance. With the ever-increasing en-
croachment of Islam and Christianity in sub-Saharan
Africa, syncretic movements, such as the AmaNazeretha
Church, founded in 1910 by Isaiah Shembe of South Africa,
owe much of their popularity to their inclusion of ancestral
spirits as an essential part of worship—Shembe claimed to
be both king and diviner, and a link to the royal ancestral
spirits.

—Phyllis G. Jestice
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Andal

(9th cent. C.E.)

Hindu poet, avatar

Many Hindus consider Andal (She Who Rules), a ninth-cen-
tury Hindu saint, to be an incarnation of Bhu Devi, the earth
goddess. Andal was the only woman among the twelve Tamil
poet-saints known as alvars (those immersed in the love of
Vishnu). These poets lived between the eighth and tenth
centuries C.E., and two centuries later their works were con-
sidered to be divinely inspired. Andal composed two well-
known poems in the Tamil language, the “Tiruppavai” (Sa-
cred Lady or Sacred vow) and the “Nacchiyar Tirumoli” (The
sacred words of the Lady), in which she vividly depicted her
passion for the Hindu god Vishnu. These poems are part of
temple and home liturgies.

Hagiographies of Andal were written several centuries
after her life. These report that Periyalvar, another of the twelve
Tamil poets, found the baby Andal and called her Kotai (a
wreath of flowers). Kotai grew up near a Vishnu temple in Sriv-
illiputtur, a small town in southern India. Every morning, she
wove flower garlands for the god enshrined in the temple. Re-
fusing to marry a human being and insisting that she would
marry only Vishnu, she undertook special rituals in the month
of Margali (December 15-January 14). Several rituals high-
lighting Andal’s importance take place during this month in
southern Indian homes and temples today. The biographies
say that her father took her to Srirangam, an important temple
town in the present Indian state of Tamilnadu. There, accord-
ing to one version of the story, she merged with the icon of
Ranganatha, a manifestation of Lord Vishnu. Other biogra-
phies say that she came back to Srivilliputtur, and a few
months later, Vishnu came there and married her with due
pomp. The wedding of Andal and Vishnu is celebrated every
spring in the Srivilliputtur temple with considerable fanfare.

In the Tiruppavai, Andal takes on the role of a cowherd
girlfriend (gopi) of Krishna, one of the incarnations of
Vishnu. With her friends, she goes to Krishna’s palace and
wakes him, asking him to promise that she can be with him
forever. The Nacchiyar Tirumoli depicts Andal’s passion and
longing for Vishnu and contains a set of songs in which she
dreams of her marriage to him. This set of songs is recited or
sung in the weddings of Vishnu devotees in southern India,
especially in the Sri Vaishnava community.

The Sri Vaishnava community, which became important
around the eleventh century, worships Vishnu and the god-



dess Lakshmi and venerates Andal along with the other al-
vars. This tradition also considers Andal’s Tamil poems to be
revelations equivalent to the Sanskrit scriptures called the
Vedas. Starting in the thirteenth century, Sri Vaishnava the-
ologians have extensively commented on her poems, both
orally and in writing. The poems are recited daily and in an-
nual rituals in Sri Vaishnava homes as well as in temples in
India, Singapore, Canada, and the United States. They are
also sung in classical music concerts, choreographed and
performed in the classical Bharata Natyam style of dance.
Andal is considered both a human saint and an incarna-
tion of the earth goddess. Enshrined and worshipped in Sri
Vaishnava temples all over the world, she functions as a the-
ological model for the community, depicting through her
passion the ideal relationship that should obtain between the
devotee and the deity.
— Vasudha Narayanan
See also: Aesthetics and Holy People; Devotion; Gods on Earth;
Gopi/The Gopis; Hinduism and Holy People
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Andrew
(d.c.60c.E.)
Christian apostle, martyr
Before meeting Jesus and becoming a disciple, Andrew was a
Galilean fisherman whose home was at Capernaum. He was
also a disciple of John the Baptist when John baptized Christ.
According to the gospels, Andrew was Christ’s first follower,
and it was Andrew who then brought Simon to the messiah,
whereupon Simon was named Peter (rock) (John 1:40-42).
Few references to Andrew appear in the gospels; however,
some are significant, such as his role in feeding the 5,000
(John 6:8) and his participation in relaying a message to
Jesus when visiting Greeks wish to meet him (John 12:22).
Sources other than the gospels, such as the Acts of Andrew,
which connect him with Paul and Bartholomew, are unreli-
able. The Acts and Martyrdom of Andrew is based heavily on
legend, and the Gospel of Andrew was condemned in the
sixth century. Historically, it remains uncertain whether he
became an evangelist, where he may have preached, his place
of death, and where he was buried. However, traditional writ-
ings from the third to the ninth centuries refer to him as an
apostle in several areas, including Epirus in Greece, Thrace,
and Asia Minor (southern Russia). A known forgery credits
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Andrew with establishing the church of Constantinople. An-
other traditional story, from Patras in southern Greece, claims
that Andrew converted Maximilla, the wife of Aegeates, the
Roman proconsul; for this, Andrew was apparently crucified
at Patras on an X-shaped cross in about 60 c.E., but he man-
aged to preach for two days before dying as a martyr. This
story was used in 357 when Andrew’s purported body was
moved from Patras to Constantinople. Constantinople’s desire
to house apostolic relics followed shortly upon Rome’s claim
of possessing the relics of Peter and Paul.

Andrew’s cult later became popular in the West, and
churches in England, France, and Italy were dedicated to him.
Legend tells that in the fourth century some of his relics were
moved from Patras by St. Rule; guided by an angel, Rule trav-
eled to Scotland to build a church for Andrew and then con-
verted the Scots. This account is the basis for Andrew being
chosen as the patron of Scotland. He is also the patron of Rus-
sia for his preaching and foundation of churches there.

In 1204, crusaders took his remaining relics from Constan-
tinople; these relics reappeared in 1461 when despot Thomas
Palaeologus presented Andrew’s head to the pope. Although it
was treasured by St. Peter’s, Pope Paul VI returned the relic to
Constantinople. Andrew’s feast day is November 30.

— Loretta Reed
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Anhui

See Sthiramati

Anne

(d. 1st cent. C.E.)

Christian saint

Anne is known as the mother of the Virgin Mary and grand-
mother of Christ, though there is no historical or biblical evi-
dence for this. Her story is based on the apocryphal Protevan-
gelium of James (written in Greek around 150) and tradition.
The Protevangelium holds that Anne and her husband,
Joachim, were a pious Jewish couple forbidden from making
offerings in the Temple because of their childlessness. In
shame, Joachim left Anne to go into the wilderness and fast.
Anne lamented her abandonment and infertility and was sub-
sequently visited by an angel, who told her that God had heard
her prayer and that she would conceive a child who would be
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known to the whole world. Soon after, she learned that
Joachim was returning, having been visited by an angel him-
self. Nine months after the angel’s visitation and Joachim’s re-
turn, Anne gave birth to Mary, whose bedchamber Anne made
into a sanctuary to keep Mary holy. When Mary was three
years old, Anne and Joachim took her to be raised in the Tem-
ple because they had dedicated their child to God in thanks.

Concerned with the life of Mary, little more is said about
Anne in the Protevangelium, but it is the basis for further de-
velopment of Anne’s life and cult, which first flourished in
the Eastern church. The eastern feast of Anne, on July 25,and
three Marian feasts involving Anne were being celebrated by
the eighth century. In the Western church, the Nativity of
Mary was being celebrated by the end of the seventh century,
but the feast of Anne, on July 26, was first officially celebrated
in England in 1378, though not by the entire church until
1481, when her cult was at its height.

By this time, more stories of Anne’s life had developed,
primarily in reference to beliefs in Mary’s perpetual virgin-
ity and her lack of original sin. To explain Jesus’ brothers in
the Bible as cousins, Anne was said to have been widowed by
Joachim and remarried twice, giving birth to a daughter
named Mary each time. These daughters were supposedly
the mothers of the disciples James the Less, Simon, Jude,
James, and John. Anne’s family of three daughters and their
offspring was called the Holy Kinship, and her threefold
marriage termed the trinubium. The concept was popular
among the laity. The story that Anne had actually conceived
Mary when the angel visited her, instead of after Joachim re-
turned, arose out of the idea that Mary could not have been
without original sin if Anne and Joachim had conceived her
carnally. This take on the Immaculate Conception was much
debated among clergy and laity and was not resolved by the
Roman Catholic Church until 1854, when it was officially ac-
cepted as Catholic dogma.

Anne was one of the most popular saints in the Middle
Ages. Her cult waned after the Reformation, but she retained
importance in Roman Catholicism, especially in France and
North America. The shrine of Saint Anne d’Auray in Brittany
became a pilgrimage site in the early seventeenth century,
and French missionaries and settlers brought her cult to
North America, where her most popular shrine is Sainte Anne
de Beaupré in Quebec. The first church dedicated to Anne in
Beaupré was built in 1658, and the shrine has been a pilgrim-
age site since 1670 when a relic of Anne was first displayed
there. Healing miracles are attributed to Anne in Beaupré,
and each year thousands of pilgrims visit the shrine.

Anne’s vast patronage includes widows, infertile women,
pregnant women, and mothers. She is often depicted teach-
ing Mary to read, as matriarch of the Holy Kinship, or in the
“St. Anne Trinity” (Anne, Mary, and Jesus).

—Elizabeth Brownell
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Ansari, Abu Isma‘il Abdallah al-

(1006-1089 c.E.)

Muslim mystic

Born in 1006 in Herat in present-day Afghanistan, Abu
Isma‘il‘Abdallah al-Ansari, popularly known as Pir-i Herat,
was a significant sage of the early mystical tradition in
Islam. His contribution to the development of mystical lit-
erature has had an enduring influence. He was frequently
quoted in the works of didactic and mystical writers such
as Ali ibn Uthman al-Hujwiri, Farid al-Din Attar, and
Mevlana Jalaluddin Rumi, who flourished during the clas-
sical pre-Safavid period (1000-1500) in the greater Persian
milieu.

‘Abdallah al-Ansari epitomizes the confluence of two
streams of Islam, the legalistic and the mystical. He followed
the strict Hanbalite legal school, which did not hinder but
rather encouraged and complemented his esoteric or spiri-
tual quest. He had two major teachers, the Hanbalite scholar
Muhammad Taqi Sijistani and the mystical, quasi-literate
Abu al-Hasan Kharaqani. Abdallah al-Ansari’s meeting with
Kharaqani changed his life, and he embarked on a path of
intense spiritualism after 1034. He also received intellectual
vibrancy from his native Herat, a pivotal center of scholar-
ship, second in importance only to Nishapur. Here, he partic-
ipated in and refuted disputes between various theologians
and philosophers.

With the fall of the Ghaznavids and the advent of the
Saljugids in eastern Iran, much hardship resulted for al-
Ansari after 1041. He was persecuted, became destitute, and
endured great suffering. He was exiled from Herat by the
vizier Nizam al-mulk in 1066, but called back shortly after-
ward, and later honored by the caliph al-Q@'im. By then, he
was famous as an orator and preacher not only in Herat but
in the surrounding regions as well. Abdallah went blind in
around 1081 and died in Herat on March 8, 1089.



‘Abdallah is celebrated for his Persian Munajat
(Prayers). In simple flowing language, he proclaimed di-
vine longing and focused on transcendent mysteries. In the
Kitab manazil al-sa’irin (Stages for wayfarers), he provided
his disciples with a comprehensive guide regarding the
salient stages in the quest for transcendence. This concise
work made him famous in the mystical tradition, and over
the centuries numerous commentaries have been written
on it. Al-Ansari is also renowned for his biography of the
spiritual masters and sages, called Tabaqat al-sufiya (Bi-
ographies of sufis), which he developed from al-Solami’s
(d. 1021) Tabagat (Biographies). This biography has been
an important source for later hagiographers; its text was
revised and brought up-to-date in the late fifteenth century
by Jami, also from Herat, in the Nafahat al-uns (Lives of the
saints). Abdallah is also known for several treatises, or
rasa’il (singular: risala). For the most part, his writings are
direct and simple. His style is unpretentious, imparting
wisdom in aphoristic and rhythmical prose intermingled
with ruba’is (quatrains), gazals (lyrics), and anecdotes, an
effective medium for the wide diffusion of his ideas over
the centuries.

—Habibeh Rahim
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Ansari, Shaykh Murtada
(1799-1864 C.E.)
Shi’i Muslim scholar
Shaykh Murtada Ansari was the leading Shi’i scholar of the
mid-nineteenth century. Perhaps the first to consolidate the
position of marja’ al-taqlid (focal point of emulation) in one
person, he was famed for his cautious, methodical approach
to religious law and his personal piety and abstemiousness.
Shaykh Murtada was born in Dizful in southwestern Iran
in 1799. His designation “Ansari” signifies his descent from
one of the Medinan companions of the prophet Muhammad.
He received his religious education from the prominent reli-
gious scholars in Karbala and Najaf and then settled in 1833
in Najaf, where he would live for the rest of his life. Under the
Usuli school of law that had triumphed in the previous cen-
tury, anyone who is not a mujtahid (one who has undertaken
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a prolonged course of study in religious jurisprudence and is
considered competent to give independent rulings in mat-
ters of law) must follow a mujtahid in all matters relating to
religious law and observances. A person who is a mujtahid
and to whom reference is made on points of law is called a
marja’ al-taqlid. By the 1840s, Shaykh Murtada was widely
regarded as a leading scholar, and when Shaykh Muhammad
Hasan al-Najafi died in 1850, within a few years he was re-
garded as the sole marja’ al-taqlid for the Shi’i world—per-
haps the first person to achieve this (although some say that
al-Najafi was the first). In the area of religious jurisprudence,
Shaykh Murtada formulated a set of principles that enabled
judgments to be given in cases where there was doubt as to
what the correct legal judgment should be. As a result of the
developments he initiated, he is called the mu/assis (founder)
of the present system of jurisprudence in Shi’i Islam.

He was also a great teacher, said to have originated
masala-sazi (the construction of hypothetical situations) as
a method of teaching. He was famed for his memory and his
speedy resolution of intellectual problems. An extremely
pious and austere man, he was careful never to do anything
that might displease God. He was cautious in giving judg-
ments on religious matters and reportedly gave only a hand-
ful of ijazas (certificates of completion of religious educa-
tion) during his entire life. At his death in 1864, it is said, he
had assets of only eighty girans (five dollars) to his name.
His books on jurisprudence remain widely used to the pres-
ent day.

—DMoojan Momen
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Anselm of Canterbury

(1033-1109 C.E.)

Christian monk, archbishop, theologian

Anselm was one of the greatest theological innovators of the
Western European Middle Ages but is also today remembered
for his renewal of the language of spirituality. After a difficult
beginning in finding his vocation as monk and teacher, Anselm
came to influence generations of monks participating in the re-
newal of church life and learning that was well under way by the
middle of the eleventh century. As prior and later abbot of Bec
in Normandy, Anselm befriended some of his monks and ex-
pressed these emotional bonds in letters to them. Later, in the
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1070s, he wrote two meditations on the existence of God: the
Monologion and the Proslogion. The latter contains the so-
called ontological “proof” for God’s existence, attempting to
show that the very concept of a “being than which no greater
can exist” requires the existence of such a being. The Proslogion,
however, needs to be read primarily as a heartfelt prayer to a
god whose existence is a necessary fact of being. In 1093,
Anselm took office as archbishop of Canterbury and did his
best to head the clerical community. His difficulties, especially
with the kings of England, brought out another side of his
saintliness: his insistence on living according to God’s law, re-
gardless of the requirements of politics and expediency.

Anselm was born at Aosta (northwestern Italy) in 1033
into a family that was probably on its way down in society.
After the early death of his mother and a failed attempt to
join a local monastery, Anselm found he could not get on
with his father and, with a single manservant, left home for-
ever. He journeyed for three years in what today is the south
of France and Burgundy but ended up in Normandy at the
abbey of Bec, where he was drawn by the reputation of the
logician and theologian Lanfranc.

When Lanfranc became archbishop of Canterbury in
1070, he took with him some of the monks of Bec. As we can
see from a number of Anselm’s letters, this move was hard
for them, especially because of their closeness to Anselm.
Here we find one of the greatest medieval expressions of
monastic friendship in its depths and limitations. During
these same years, Anselm also wrote prayers and medita-
tions. These exemplars of a sublime latinity renewed the lan-
guage of Christian spirituality, using bold new images for the
relationship of the individual Christian to holy men and
women.

In 1078, Anselm became abbot of Bec and involved him-
self more and more with church life, not only in Normandy
but also in England. At Lanfranc’s death in 1089, Anselm was
the popular choice for his successor as archbishop, but the
king, William Rufus, kept the see vacant until 1093. Anselm
was apparently reluctant to accept the office and dreaded the
commitments and responsibilities it would entail. His letters
from these years reflect his doubts and hesitations, but in
their literary skill and self-awareness, they manage to pro-
vide us with the very journal of his soul.

Anselm found that he could satisfy no one in his ceaseless
efforts to do justice to all: The clergy and monks of Canter-
bury resented what they considered to be his failure to care
for their privileges; the English kings, first William II and
then Henry I, demanded a political loyalty that Anselm could
not give them; the former monks of Bec, some of them now
bishops, missed their old friend. Because of his disagree-
ments with royal policy, Anselm twice went into exile. The
first absence, from 1097, was spent mostly in Italy, and here
Anselm gained time to finish his great statement on the

workings of the redemption, the Cur Deus Homo (Why did
God become a man?)

After the second exile, 1103-1107, Anselm and the pope
worked out the relationship between kings and prelates:
From then onward the English king no longer could hand
over the symbols of spiritual authority to newly elected bish-
ops. In reality, however, he still maintained great influence
over their elections. The English compromise later became
standard in the Western church.

Anselm often considered resigning his post, but he re-
mained archbishop until his death in 1109. He becomes vis-
ible in an outstanding biography completed after his death
by the Canterbury monk Eadmer, who loved his master for
Anselm’s sensitivity to the Anglo-Saxon saints and traditions
challenged by the Norman takeover. In the years after his
death, a cult of Anselm began to develop at Canterbury, but
it was submerged by the devotion to Thomas Becket. Anselm
was never formally canonized but is today considered a saint
in the Roman Catholic Church. His feast day is kept on April
21,and he is especially remembered at both Canterbury and
at the abbey of Bec-le-Hellouin, which was refounded in the
nineteenth century and to this day attracts visitors seeking
the spirit of Anselm, medieval Christian spirituality, and re-
formed monasticism.

— Brian Patrick McGuire
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Anti-Semitism and Holy People

An obfuscating nineteenth-century word (linguistically, “Se-
mitic” includes non-Jewish groups) that conflates three dis-
tinct attitudes toward Jews, anti-Semitism is usually defined
as racist or eliminationist sentiment arising in Europe after
1848 and related to social Darwinist views. A second mean-
ing refers to religious opposition based on supercessionism,
the idea that Christians are the “new Israel,” making God’s
covenant with Abraham and Judaism superfluous. Such atti-
tudes, dating from Christianity’s inception, are termed “anti-
Judaism” by scholars such as Heiko A. Oberman, who note
that Jews in premodern Europe could often convert to avoid
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A 1493 German woodcut showing the “ritual murder” of Simon of Trent by the Jews. (Stapleton Collection/Corbis)

persecution. Later, conversion no longer removed Jewish-
ness, which became ethnic. National Socialists (Nazis) per-
secuted Christian or atheist individuals of Jewish heritage.
Dating anti-Semitism to the twelfth century, Gavin I. Lang-
muir (1990) uses a third definition: irrational beliefs about
Jews inspired by Christian insecurities.

Each position has flaws: Proponents of “anti-Judaism”
find it difficult to distinguish the language of racism or su-

percessionism from that of superstition. But calling all anti-
Jewish sentiment anti-Semitism, as Daniel Goldhagen
(2002) does, leads to charges that modern eliminationism
was foreordained at Christianity’s birth. Langmuir’s position
begs the definition of irrationality: Is belief in transubstan-
tiation more rational than belief in ritual murder? Most re-
cently, David Nirenberg (1998) has contested claims that me-
dieval anti-Jewish violence was irrational, arguing that it



58  Antony of Kiev

served as the tool for religious, kinship, and community de-
bates and was not always popular but often controversial. Many
“anti-Semites” demonstrably embrace more than one strain.

Three common associations between saints and anti-
Jewish sentiment occur: scholars who held or preached anti-
Jewish views (John Chrysostom); crusader saints who also
persecuted Jews (Louis IX of France); and alleged victims of
Jews (William of Norwich, Hugh of Lincoln, Robert of St. Ed-
mundsbury, Dominic of Val, Werner of Oberwesel, and nu-
merous others). Although explanations (including superces-
sionism, economic or political resentment, and anxieties
about birthrates or Christian doctrine) are proposed to ex-
plain why Jews were the focus of violence, lepers, Roma,
Sinti, and Muslims received similar treatment. During cru-
sader persecutions after 1095, Jews were vilified as deicides
or foreign bodies within Christian society.

Later, superstitions fused to religious belief, as demon-
strated by the charge (after 1144) that Jews ritually crucified
or circumcised Christian children; the blood libel (after
1235) that Jews took the blood of Christians, especially
young males, for ritual use (particularly to make matzah,
unleavened bread consumed at Passover); and the charge
(common after 1290) that Jews tortured the consecrated
host. Anti-Jewish violence did not always accompany such
allegations, but distinctions between official and popular vi-
olence on such occasions are difficult to sustain. Pope Greg-
ory X (pope 1271-1276) repeated predecessors’ criticisms of
the blood libel; elite suspicion explains the difficulties many
cults experienced in achieving recognition. Several re-
mained local or did not advance beyond canonization. No
theory completely explains the genesis of accusations creat-
ing the third group. Monks may have substituted Jews for
Greco-Roman persecutors found in traditional martyrs’
tales; local priests promulgated the stories because of
apotropaic appeal. Host torture tales bolstered the doctrine
of transubstantiation (sanctioned in 1215).

Sainthood and anti-Semitism share an intimate, quirky,
and contested connection. William of Norwich’s cult disap-
peared before 1500; Simon of Trent’s was suppressed by the
Sacred Congregation of Rites in 1965. Blood libel accusations
against Jews resurfaced in Germany in 1946. The cult of An-
derl of Rinn (d. 1462) continued until Innsbruck Bishop
Reinhold Stecher ordered his relics buried in 1985, forbidding
the cult in 1994. A 1997 Belarussian state television broadcast
supported claims that six-year-old Gavril Belatovsky, canon-
ized by the Belarussian Orthodox Church, was ritually mur-
dered in 1690. Observers became concerned about the can-
onization of the Romanovs, executed in 1918 by Bolsheviks,
fearing it would fuel widespread beliefs in the former Soviet
Union that the execution was a ritual murder. A 1996 Russian
Orthodox Church commission denied that Jews conduct rit-
ual murders or that Jewish participants in the execution were

religiously motivated. The beatification of Pius IX in 2000,
who called Jews “dogs” and defended the 1858 kidnapping of
six-year-old Edgardo Mortara on the grounds that he was se-
cretly baptized, created controversy inside the church. Finally,
recent charges of supercessionist anti-Semitism by Jewish
groups influenced the content of the famous passion play
held since the late seventeenth century in Oberammergau,
Germany. The blood libel persists, however, despite scholarly
efforts to discredit it, and it has been propagated not only in
the West but in Chinese and Muslim groups.

—Susan R. Boettcher

See also: Hugh of Lincoln; John Chrysostom; Judaism and Holy
People; Luther, Martin; Tolerance and Intolerance; William of
Norwich
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Antony of Kiev

(d. 1073 C.E.)

Russian Orthodox hermit, monastic founder

The first monk of the Kievan period of Russia to be de-
scribed in medieval Russian texts, Antony is revered as the
father of Russian Orthodox monasticism. Antony was a her-
mit who lived in a crypt near the medieval city of Kiev and
became the founder of a small hermitage in the eleventh
century. He was instrumental in the hermitage’s growth into
a full-fledged monastery, though he never lived within its
walls. The hermitage became the Kievan Cave Monastery
still in existence today, and the saint thus played a role in the
first important hermitage (skefe) and cenobitic community
in Russia. His written Lives emphasize the role of Mt. Athos
in his spirituality and leadership.



There are two texts that contain vignettes of Antony’s life
and deeds: the Primary Russian Chronicle (Tale of Bygone Years)
and the Kievan Cave Patericon. Both stress his dedication to the
ascetic life and his role as a spiritual father. Antony’s life is
closely associated with his pupil, St. Theodosius, both of whom
were memorialized by Nikon, a monk of the Cave Monastery
who wrote the Patericon in the twelfth century. Antony suppos-
edly came from the city of Liubek and traveled to Mt. Athos,
where he was tonsured. After he returned to the Kiev region,
unwilling to join other monasteries around the city, he finally
settled in a small crypt dug by an earlier hermit and lived on
donations from the surrounding population. Antony attracted
other would-be hermits and appears to have been a spiritual fa-
ther to Grand Prince Iziaslav, who donated a hill to Antony and
his flock when the number of followers grew too large to live
entirely in their original underground cell.

Eventually, Antony retired from the direct leadership of
his small monastic flock and chose to live the remaining
forty years of his life alone in a nearby crypt, only occasion-
ally receiving his former pupils in order to proffer advice. He
gave them permission to build a church, for example, helped
them to choose their first two superiors, and convinced
Prince Iziaslav to donate the land for the monastery. Antony’s
most notable follower was Theodosius (Fedor) of the Cave
Monastery, who became the second father superior (after
Varlaam) of the Cave Monastery and turned it into Russia’s
first cenobitic cloister. Antony died in 1073. Although he was
only one of the many hermit-monks living in the region of
Kiev, he is the first whose career has been carried down to us
in texts. His feast day is commemorated on July 10.

— Jennifer B. Spock
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Antony of Padua

(1195-1231 C.E.)

Christian friar, preacher, doctor of the church

“Friend of the Poor,” “Wonder Worker,” and “Repository of
Holy Scripture” are some of the titles given to Antony of
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Padua. He is considered the first teacher of the order of Fri-
ars Minor, having received permission from Francis of Assisi
himself to instruct his fellow Franciscans in theology. He was
respected for his great devotion to the eucharist and the
word of God, for his Spirit-inspired preaching, and for his
undying commitment to social justice. Antony’s complete
devotion to the child Jesus was key to his spiritual life and
journey of faith.

Antony was born in Lisbon, Portugal, in 1195 and first
entered the religious life as an Augustinian canon. He trans-
ferred to the order of Friars Minor to devote himself to
spreading the faith among African people. Ill health pre-
vented him from fully carrying out his mission, and an un-
expected storm at sea brought him to Sicily in 1221. He re-
covered from his illness in time to attend the last Franciscan
chapter held during the lifetime of Francis of Assisi.

In 1224, Antony discerned his vocation as an itinerant
preacher. From then on he traveled throughout Italy and
southern France, teaching, preaching, and exhorting people
to greater charity and devotion to Christ. He spent the last
months of his life in Padua, where he died in 1231.

Inspired by the eucharist, Antony challenged people from
all walks of life to share their daily bread with the hungry. His
own spirit of compassion and generosity made him a
staunch supporter of and advocate for the poor. Shortly be-
fore his death, for example, he requested that the laws of
Padua be changed so that debtors would no longer be im-
prisoned. Out of their great respect for him, the people of the
city complied and rewrote the laws.

Antony’s preaching was especially effective among people
addicted to drinking and gambling. They were moved by his
message to surrender their problems to God and to renew
their lives in service to the Lord and one another. Antony is
also said to have performed great miracles of physical heal-
ing, and he is well known among the people as an interces-
sor in times of need and adversity.

Antony’s deep spiritual connection to God and the
human family came out of a profound and prayerful devo-
tion to Jesus. He was able to see the face of Jesus in the lives
of the poor and abandoned who surrounded him. Antony’s
primary mission in life was to imitate and teach others about
Jesus. He encouraged the people to embody the teachings of
Jesus in their everyday situations. He preached against the
sins of greed, arrogance, and hypocrisy, and he did not hesi-
tate to call the church’s hierarchy to task for their lack of
moral leadership in the church and in society.

—Mary Ann McSweeny
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Antony of the Desert

(fl. 300-340 c.E.)

Christian hermit

Antony, born an Egyptian of wealth and—though legend
has denied it—learning, an early fourth-century monk, has
been unquestionably the most authoritative figure in the
history of Christian monasticism. Though his actual role in
the development of monasticism can be disputed, tradi-
tionalists and reformers alike have returned again and
again to his example for more than 1,700 years. His feast
day is January 17.

Antony’s Life, written in Greek shortly after his death by
Athanasius, patriarch of Alexandria, not only inspired East-
ern monasticism but, in an immediate Latin translation by
Evagrius of Aquileia, profoundly affected Western Europe.
Augustine narrates a famous passage in which two of his
fellow Africans suddenly resolve to become monks after ca-
sually picking up, and then becoming mesmerized by,
Antony’s Life. The book was read and treasured by Martin
of Tours and by the Irish monks, and it has remained a
quintessential volume in every Christian monastic library
into the present. It would not be an exaggeration to assert
that the whole genre of Christian hagiography would be
quite different were it not for Antony’s activities as en-
shrined by Athanasius.

Nowhere is this more dramatically evidenced than in art,
where the scene of Antony’s temptations in the desert be-
came a favorite motif throughout the Middle Ages and into
modern times. Depicted in detail, the scene becomes lurid in
the hands of Matthias Griinewald, Peter Breughel, Hierony-
mus Bosch, Max Ernst, Salvador Dali, and countless others;
probably the most famous literary treatment is that of Gus-
tave Flaubert.

That Life also became a template for the Lives of future
monastic saints, particularly in terms of process. The pat-
tern begins with a dramatic conversion and is followed by a
period of eremitic isolation, the formation of a community
of disciples, intermittent engagement with society, including
miracles and doctrinal statements, and finally, an edifying
death validating the spiritual principles by which the saint
lived. Antony’s experience of conversion was repeated in
many legends: Entering a church, he accidentally heard one

of those radical passages in Christian scriptures that have
transformed people’s lives—“Be not anxious for the mor-
row” (Matt. 6:34)—and underwent a radical conversion that
dramatically changed his life. One sees this same pattern in
the life of Benedict, the founder of monasticism in the West,
and countless others, including Ignatius of Loyola.

As is typical of such an influential religious figure, the
historical Antony is elusive; luckily, a number of his say-
ings, and—more important—his letters, have survived,
newly translated and annotated by Samuel Rubenson
(1995). The figure that emerges is educated, sophisticated,
and theological. Far from the retiring, small-town devotee
depicted by Athanasius, Antony seems genuinely public,
and eager to preach to his fellow enthusiasts and curious
visitors.

Antony’s choice locations for times of meditation were
first abandoned tombs and forts, then oases; his
monastery in eastern Egypt was spectacularly beautiful,
so much so that one might well agree with his reported
words, when a visiting Greek philosopher asked to see his
books: “My book, O Philosopher, is created nature, and
whenever I wish to read God’s words, it is within reach”
(Sayings of the Fathers, Book 21, 16). This communal and
environmental dimension connects, in fact, to the rightful
ascription of Antony as the father of desert monasticism.
It is certain that isolation had earlier attracted holy men
and women in Hellenistic culture, many centuries before
Antony’s time; the Greek term ascesis, from which we de-
rive “ascetic,” has, going back to Plato, strong associations
with disciplined, focused physical exercise. The Jewish Es-
senes designed communities set apart from society even
when they were physically juxtaposed. But Athanasius tells
of an odd blending of desert and civilization—that
Antony’s companions “made the wilderness a city,” where
they became citizens of a higher empire than that of
Rome. Although the desert is indeed a fitting venue to
combat demons, it more essentially stands as a pure alter-
native to the city of man.

This was the true revolution that Antony accomplished in
Western culture, to realize geographically a powerfully spiri-
tual message of transcendence while remaining completely
responsible to human society.

—Kevin Roddy

See also: Athanasius; Christianity and Holy People; Desert Saints;
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Antony of Uvari

(1195-1231 C.E.)

Medieval Christian saint, patron of Indian cult

Situated on the Pearl Fishery Coast, thirty miles north of
Kanyakumari in southern India, Uvari is a tiny Catholic fish-
ing village where a local version of the medieval St. Antony of
Padua reigns supreme as the powerful patron of the village
and its famed shrine. Known as the “Padua of the East,” the
Uvari shrine and its patron saint are reputed for various mir-
acles, earning the saint the local title “Million Miracle Saint.”
Uvari Antony is the recipient of various vow rituals, collec-
tively known as asanam, that include hair shaving, ear pierc-
ing, ritual bathing, animal sacrifice, and communal meals.
Thousands of devotees of diverse religious and caste identi-
ties offer asanams to Antony for a number of earthly bene-
fits ranging from finding suitable spouses, obtaining release
from demonic possession, and gaining healing, fertility,
marital stability, and agricultural prosperity to passing
exams and securing lucrative jobs in the Gulf countries.

The original St. Antony of Padua—a native of Lisbon,
Portugal, where he was born in 1195, but commonly referred
to as the saint of Padua because he spent his mature years in
the Italian city of Padua—is well known throughout the
Catholic world as the “finder of lost articles” and the be-
stower of fertility. However, Uvari Antony is especially
renowned for his powers over demonic spirits, particularly
malevolent Hindu spirits that command the religious atten-
tion of a vast number of his local Hindu and Catholic devo-
tees. Although his iconography is consistent with Antony of
Padua’s typical representation in the Catholic world, where
he is portrayed in Franciscan habit holding a book and the
infant Jesus in his arms, Uvari Antony’s sacred persona and
powers are radically recast to reflect indigenous assump-
tions concerning sacred figures and the existential human
and spiritual needs of his local devotees. This recasting en-
ables Uvari Antony’s religiously pluralistic clientele to em-
brace the European saint as their chosen clan or family deity
(kuladeiyvam) equal in power and attributes to such popular
Hindu tutelary deities as Mariamman, the Tamil goddess of
disease and healing.

In incorporating indigenous traits, the cult of Uvari
Antony represents a compelling case of the reconstruction
and transformation of a European Catholic saint into a pow-
erful indigenous tutelary. Uvari Antony’s ability to bring
healing to both Hindu and Catholic devotees illustrates the
complex negotiations and complicated identities of his
devotees and their shared religious universe. The ritual mu-
tuality among his devotees, and Uvari Antony’s supposed
sacral powers over religiously diverse clients and disparate
supernatural powers, suggest that the saint and his cult also
serve as sacred metaphors for the living ritual dialogue
among the religious masses as well as for the ecumenism of
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deities characteristic of the popular Catholicism of southern
India.
—Selva J. Raj

See also: Antony of Padua; Christianity and Holy People; Miracles;
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Aoko, Gaudencia

(c. 1940 c.E.-)

Christian leader, Legio Maria

A Luo from western Kenya born around 1940, Gaudencia
Aoko held leadership positions in two African-instituted
churches (AICs). Her first involvement was with Legio
Maria, Africa’s largest Roman Catholic-influenced AIC, with
total membership of between 250,000 and 1.5 million. Aoko
joined Legio soon after it started in 1962-1963. Her role was
public from the outset. On Aoko’s testimony, she was not
Legio’s cofounder, despite many reports saying she was.
However, she was largely responsible for the growth of the
church in the years after its founding.

When she met founder Simeo Ondeto (called Baba Mes-
sias, or “Father Messiah”), he was facing government prose-
cution. The ninety-year-old woman Legios regard as the
“Black Mary; Legio’s cofounder with Ondeto, was too old to
travel widely—a task Aoko undertook. Living in a cultural
setting with gerontocratic values, Aoko’s fierce charisma was
impressive enough to mitigate the liability of youthfulness.
Drawing crowds and converts, Aoko said mass, heard con-
fessions, baptized, exorcised, healed, oversaw the burning of
“witchcraft” paraphernalia, and ordained priests.

In its early days, Legio had both male and female priests.
When more males joined Legio, men surrounding Ondeto, in-
cluding Aoko’s ex-brother-in-law, decided to give Legio a male
hierarchy. In June 1968, Aoko held a press conference to protest
moving Legio from a priesthood open to any adult with a
charismatic gift to one open only to men. Legio’s headquarters
responded by closing the priesthood to women. Aoko then es-
tablished a less hierarchical version of Legio, headquartering it
adjacent to her natal home. The Kenyan government refused to
register it as the Legio Maria Orthodox Catholic Church or the
Holy Church of Africa, East Africa. Renamed Communion
Church, Aoko’s new church received legal status in 1971.

During her Legio years, Aoko’s photogenic appearance
and personal magnetism received much comment. In re-
sponse, Aoko decided to lead a less public life. She now re-
fuses to be photographed. She has repudiated stories that
she went to heaven when her children died; that she died
after eating her own placenta, put into a soup made by her
co-wife; or that she was taken to heaven in a whirlwind. All
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these stories have her being returned to earth to work for
Legio. Aoko has based her religious work, both before and
after Legio, on the more conventional route of visionary ex-
perience and divine blessing, claiming that Christ and
Mary, white in color, came to her in a vision telling her to
take the path for activism in African Christianity. Aoko’s de-
cision to remove herself from the public gaze and bio-
mythography has led to reports that she left religion after
Legio or even that she has died.

Post-Legio Aoko has engaged in several business ven-
tures. She was successful enough to practice African woman-
woman marriage as a “female husband” three times. African
woman-woman marriage is asexual.

Aoko has kept the size of Communion Church small. Like
Legio, it has a mostly Latin mass. It also uses rosaries and the
twenty-four beaded cafena, a symbol of devotion to the
Roman Catholic Legion of Mary’s “Catena Legionis” paean to
Mary as a figure of power. It holds praesidium services
(“Mary’s masses”) on Wednesdays and Saturdays. Different
from both Legio and Rome, Aoko’s church has women priests
(who do not celebrate mass on days when they are menstru-
ating). As with Legio, her church uses some Roman Catholic
clerical titles. In contradistinction, however, children, adult
laity, and clergy all wear the white biretta that Legio restricts
to cardinals. For Aoko, the common biretta and communion
chalice embroidered on members’ religious robes symbolize
that “all people are equal” in her church. The East African
Standard newspaper contended that Aoko “pioneered a chal-
lenge to the discriminatory attitude toward women especially
in the Catholic Church” (Gonza 1983). For many Kenyans, and
for Aoko herself, this is one of her legacies.

—Nancy Schwartz

See also: Gender and Holy People; Mary/Mama; Ondeto, Simeo
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Apollonia

(d.c.249 cE.)

Christian martyr

The virgin martyr Apollonia dating from the third century
protects against toothache and gum diseases and is the pa-
tron of dentists. Her feast day is February 9.

In his letter to Fabius, bishop of Antioch, included in Euse-
bius’s The History of the Church, Dionysios, bishop of Alexan-
dria, recalls Decius’s persecution of Christians and describes
Apollonia’s martyrdom. An elderly deaconess of Alexandria,
she was arrested in approximately 249 when she refused to
offer to the state gods. They beat the old lady and broke all her
teeth when she refused to recite the words they demanded.
Upon her refusal to renounce Jesus, they prepared to burn her
to death. The deaconess then threw herself on the pyre.

Christian authors embellished this account, most notably
making Apollonia a young and beautiful virgin, and stressed
sexual advances to show that love for chastity determines
heroic behavior. Theologians have also discussed Apollonia’s
self-immolation: Even though her death seemed certain, is
such a suicide acceptable behavior in a martyr, or is it, rather,
a failure of trust in God? In art, she is figured with forceps
holding a tooth.

—Irene E. Gnarra
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Apollonius of Tyana
(d.c. 120 c.E.)
Pythagorean holy man, sage
Apollonius was born to wealthy Greek parents at Tyana in
Cappadocia (present-day Turkey) in the first century C.E.
There are reports of favorable portents before and at his birth.
His mother saw an apparition of the god Proteus just before
Apollonius was born. Even in early youth, Apollonius was
“conspicuous for his beauty and great strength of memory.
When he reached his fourteenth year, his father took him to
Tarsus to further his education under Euthydemus of Phoeni-
cia, known as a teacher of rhetoric. Apollonius soon grew to
dislike the city, and with his father’s consent he went to the
smaller town of Aegae to study at the temple of Asclepius.
Apollonius discovered Pythagorean doctrine in his six-
teenth year and clung to it his whole life. The Pythagorean
way of life consisted of developing the qualities of sophro-
sune, or serenity; dikaiosune, sincerity, right-mindedness,
and commitment to the search for truth and justice; andreia,
courage; and philia, equal active love for all living beings.
Those who followed this path abstained from animal foods



and products, and so Apollonius became vegetarian. He re-
nounced wine, wore white linen, allowed his hair to grow
long, and never let a razor touch his face.

When his parents died, Apollonius gave most of his in-
heritance to his older brother and the rest to his poorer rela-
tions. He trusted in divine providence and spent five years in
total silence. During this time he healed people, quelled
riots, and was a benevolent influence in his travels. Apollo-
nius claimed to remember some of his former incarnations
and shared the Pythagorean understanding of the transmi-
gration of souls from body to body. He traveled extensively in
Asia Minor to further his knowledge and training. His visits
may have included Babylonia, Persia, and India.

Apollonius attracted many students. He taught them
healing, philosophy, and the Pythagorean way of life. Apollo-
nius aspired to divine revelation by ritual means, and he is
reported to have had the ability to understand the language
of birds and animals. On many occasions, he predicted the
future with pinpoint accuracy. He displayed charismatic
abilities and was regarded as not merely a philosopher but
also, by some, a demigod, half god and half man.

Numerous miracles were attributed to the sage, and his
abilities were extraordinary. Some called him a magus. Apollo-
nius is reported to have died during the reign of the emperor
Nerva, or perhaps as late as 120 c.k. Popular tradition recorded
his bodily ascension to heaven, and even that he appeared
after his passing to certain persons who had doubted an after-
life. He may have lived at least eighty to one hundred years.

Temples and shrines to Apollonius were erected in Asia
Minor, and the field where his mother gave birth to him in
Tyana became the site of one of his cult shrines. Philostratus of
Lemnos wrote the most famous biography on Apollonius about
a hundred years after his death. Some of Apollonius’s letters to
his friends and disciples survive. The Arabic name for him is
Master Balinas the Wise. He is cited by Geber (722-815) as hav-
ing written the Emerald Tablet, a hermetic treatise.

—Phillip Meade
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Apostles

(Ist cent. C.E.)

Christian followers of Jesus

The term “apostle” is an English transliteration of the Greek
word apostolos, meaning “one who is sent out.” Each of the
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synoptic gospel writers presents a list of twelve apostles, but
the lists do not agree (Matt. 10:2-4; Mark 3:16-19; Luke
6:13-16; Acts 1:13). This would seem to indicate that the
number twelve is symbolic, linking the saving activity of
apostolic ministry back to the twelve tribes of Israel during
the Exodus (Matt. 19:28).

Matthew, Mark, and Luke/Acts identify the apostles as
Jesus’ chosen few who are to fulfill his commission to spread
the Christian message. They are depicted as the core group
of his followers, and thus are in a unique position to absorb
his teachings and ultimately carry on his work through the
ministry of the church after his death. Matthew and Luke fol-
low Mark’s description of Jesus passing along the Sea of
Galilee and choosing Simon Peter, Andrew, James, and John
in order to make them “fishers of men,”although Luke’s story
seems to imply that those who are chosen follow because of
the miraculous powers of Jesus rather than because of his
authoritative command. Matthew and Luke also follow
MarKk’s description of the more general choosing of the
twelve; all three writers suggest that Jesus called to him those
who were his “disciples” and from these selected his inner
circle (Mark 3:13-15; Matt. 10:1; Luke 6:12-13).

The distinction between the larger group of disciples and
the inner circle of the twelve is an important one. Mark, at
least, implies that there was a group of followers from whom
Jesus chose the twelve when he says that Jesus “called to him
those whom he desired; and they came to him. And he ap-
pointed twelve” (Mark 3:13-14). Matthew is somewhat
vague about how and when the inner circle is defined, as by
the time he gives us the apostle list the twelve have already
been chosen from the larger group of followers (Matt. 10:1).
Luke makes the distinction between the larger group of fol-
lowers and the inner circle explicit when he tells us that Jesus
“called his disciples, and chose from them twelve, whom he
named apostles” (Luke 6:13).

Little is said about the larger group of disciples in the
gospels, with the interesting exception of the women who
followed Jesus during his ministry and who are accorded
almost an apostolic status by the gospel writers. Luke, for
instance, says that as Jesus went through the cities and vil-
lages, the twelve were with him and “also some women”:
Mary called Magdalene, Joanna, Susanna, and many others
(Luke 8:1-3). Mary Magdalene, erroneously connected to
the “prostitute” who anointed Jesus by later writers, is
given a particularly prominent place among the numerous
Marys of the gospels. Although she is with the “other”
Mary, the mother of James, when she arrives at the tomb, it
is Mary Magdalene whom Matthew, Mark, and Luke fea-
ture in their resurrection stories. In John, she actually goes
to the tomb alone, holds the resurrected Jesus before his
ascension, and reports to the disciples that she has seen the
risen Lord.
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Apostles at the Last Supper. Nineteenth-century stained glass windows, Madrid Cathedral, Spain. (Art Directors)

The difference between those who were merely followers
and those who had been chosen by Jesus to share the more
intimate experiences of his ministry becomes even more sig-
nificant after the crucifixion and resurrection. The first issue
that had to be resolved is how the inner circle, which was re-
duced to eleven after the betrayal and suicide of Judas, would
be restored to twelve. In Acts, Peter makes the significance of
the number plain when he stands among the brethren and
tells them that “scripture had to be fulfilled”: In regard to
Judas, “His office, let another take” (Acts 1:16 and 1:20b).
Peter is adamant that the one who is to replace Judas must be
“one of the men who have accompanied us during the time
that the Lord Jesus went in and out among us” (Acts 1:21).
Lots are cast and Matthias is chosen as the one to be “en-
rolled” as the twelfth apostle.

Peter’s insistence that the twelfth apostle must be some-
one who was there from the time Jesus was baptized by John
until the day “when he was taken up from us” (Acts 1:22) has
important implications in regard to Paul’s apostolic standing

in the postresurrection community. As eyewitnesses, the
twelve, now including Matthias, represent the authentication
of the postresurrection proclamation of the teachings of
Jesus. Because Paul was not among the followers of Jesus,
and in fact was a persecutor of Christians until his experi-
ence on the rode to Damascus, he would not fulfill Peter’s cri-
teria for being an apostle.

But Paul defends his own apostleship, claiming that he
was set apart by God before he was born to receive the “rev-
elation of Jesus Christ” (Gal. 1:15 and 1:12). Indeed, he
claims that his own postresurrection experience of Jesus is
more important than the pre-death, eyewitness experiences
of the original apostles in that they did not receive their final
apostolic confirmation or come to understand the true
meaning of the gospel message until after the crucifixion
and resurrection of Jesus. Thus, at least according to Paul, he
was chosen as an apostle, through the grace of God, to fulfill
the role of spreading the Christian message to the wider,
gentile community.



The destruction of the Temple in the last third of the first
century, the nonrealization of the parousia (“second com-
ing”), and the passing of the original apostolic community
forced a reassessment of the fate of the early church and
made it necessary to rethink how authority was to be under-
stood. In a period when eschatological expectation had de-
clined, the idea of an apostle as one commissioned to spread
the message of Jesus before his imminent return was rede-
fined. From the end of the first century forward, the apostolic
commission was bestowed upon those who would work to
develop the structure of the Christian community.

—Philip C. DiMare
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Apotheosis
Polytheistic religions have a strong tendency to apotheose
their holy people—to declare them to be gods. This process
of apotheosis or deification can be a formal proceeding, such
as the Roman Senate declaring Augustus Caesar to be a god
after his death in 14 C.E., or it can be a deification in popular
belief, such as the general belief that the Greek hero Herakles
was raised to the ranks of the gods after his death. Indeed,
the Greek Euhemerus in approximately 320 B.C.E. argued that
all gods developed from legends about what were originally
historical people who were great leaders. Similarly, the Chi-
nese have traditionally emphasized the human origin of
gods, promoted to godhood for their merit. In Christianity,
one early sect argued that Jesus of Nazareth was a god “by
promotion” in just this way, although this view was later de-
clared to be heretical. With that exception, monotheism—
the belief in a single god—does not allow scope for belief in
deification as a possible end result of holiness during life.
Greek heroes, often said to be the children of one human
parent and one divine one, were often raised to the ranks of
the gods. This belief continued well into historical times; for
example, when Plotinus, the founder of Neoplatonism, died
in 270 C.E., an oracle proclaimed that he had gone to be a
companion of the gods. Over time, though, Greco-Roman re-
ligion tended to reserve belief in apotheosis for rulers. Pre-
existent Greek belief that great rulers joined the gods upon
death became much more central after the deification of
Alexander the Great after his death in 323 B.c.E. Soon, Hel-
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lenistic rulers declared themselves to be state gods while still
alive, a practice adopted by Roman emperors soon after the
creation of the empire. Most rulers, however, enjoyed a very
short-lived cult, as the same process was applied to each of
their successors; only Alexander of Macedon and Augustus
Caesar had a long career as state gods.

Heroes in other cultures have enjoyed the same process of
apotheosis. One version of the legend of the Toltec hero
Quetzalcoatl, tells that when he died by setting himself on
fire he became the morning star. This apotheosis of heroic
figures is especially prevalent in West African belief, where
many of the 400 to 600 orisha (deities) are believed to have
originally lived on earth as human beings, deified because of
their great merits. For example, Shango, now god of thunder
and lightning, is believed to have been the king of Old Oyo in
what is now western Nigeria. Similarly, the Yoruba ruler
Obatala, who lived in about 1000, has become synonymous
with the god he represented in his lifetime. Beyond West
Africa, the Rwandan princess Nyabingi in the second half of
the eighteenth century, a famous rainmaker, was posthu-
mously deified and is believed to speak through an organ-
ized system of mediums to her people. This African inclina-
tion to deify heroes has also expanded to other religions now
practiced by Africans. For example, the Muslim prophet
Frangois Makandal of Haiti (d. 1758), leader of a long Hai-
tian resistance movement, has been deified as a spirit in
Haitian Vodou—although such a notion would be repellent
to most Muslims.

Deification of great souls who served the state or other-
wise proved their greatness is more central to Shinto than to
any other religion. In part because Shinto was codified as a
religion only in the early modern period as a means to
strengthen the state and in reaction to foreign religions,
veneration of such figures has served political as well as re-
ligious goals. Great mortals are apotheosed as kami, protec-
tive spirits. Thus Fujiwara no Kamaturi (614-669), founder
of the Fujiwara family and leader of the Taika reform move-
ment that made Japan a centralized empire, later came to be
recognized as a great god. Several emperors have been en-
shrined as kami, such as Ojin and Meiji—whose birthday is
a national holiday in Japan. The process of ruler deification
could be very prosaic; for example, the great shogun Toku-
gawa leyasu (1543-1616) ordered in his will that his body
be installed as a deity in a newly built shrine. People of
lesser status could be proclaimed kami for special virtues,
especially loyalty and courage—all Japanese killed in ac-
tion in World War II are enshrined as kami at the Yasukuni
shrine in Tokyo, and the kamikaze are regarded as particu-
larly holy because of the purity of their sacrifice. Less flam-
boyantly, Nogi Maresuke and his wife Shizuko committed
suicide in 1912 on the day of Emperor Meiji’s funeral and
have been enshrined as models of loyalty. There are also
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cases of spirits enshrined as kami to avert their anger: A fa-
mous case is that of Tenjin, an administrator of the ninth
century who was falsely accused of misconduct in office
and banished. After his death, Kyoto was devastated by fires
and pestilence, divine retribution for Tenjin’s mistreatment.
So a major shrine was built to him, and he became in time
an important member of the Shinto pantheon.

China also has often deified servants of the state, such
as the third-century general Guandi, now recognized as
god of war. Buddhist arahants (fully enlightened people
who will not be reborn) have also developed in Chinese be-
lief in the direction of minor deities. But Daoism went the
furthest in making apotheosis a central characteristic of
holy people. One of the central goals of Daoism is to make
oneself immortal. This is not necessarily done by superior
virtue; Daoists have spent millennia questing for the al-
chemical secret of immortality, or practicing special exer-
cises (often sexual) to gain eternal life. In popular belief,
though, many Daoist deities were humans who won im-
mortality through their prayers and self-cultivation, such
as the Daoist goddess Bixia Yuanjun. Many Daoist holy
people were officially granted divine status by emperors,
especially in the Tang (618-907) and Ming (1368-1644)
dynasties. One of the great goals of Daoism is fei-sheng—
ascending to heaven in broad daylight to join the ranks of
the gods.

The process of declaring great holy people to be gods ei-
ther during their lifetimes or afterward has by no means
ended. To give just one recent example, Kitamura Sayo,
founder of a new Japanese religion, is believed to have as-
cended to heaven in 1967, and followers of the sect now ven-
erate her as a living god.

—Phyllis G. Jestice
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Aquila and Prisca (Priscilla)

(Ist cent. C.E.)

Christian evangelists, martyrs

A well-born Jewish married couple living during the reign
of Claudius (37-54 c.t.), tent makers Aquila and Prisca fled
Rome in 49 in response to an edict expelling followers of Ju-
daism from Rome. They settled in Corinth, where they met
the Christian apostle Paul, who had lately arrived from
Athens (Acts 18:1-3). It is unclear whether Aquila and

Prisca had already converted to Christianity by the time
they met Paul or were converted under his persuasive direc-
tion. Nevertheless, Paul became fast friends with them, hav-
ing found common ground in a shared heritage and occu-
pation (Acts 18:3).

In 52/53, when Paul left for Syria and Jerusalem, Aquila
and Prisca went with him. They did not accompany him on
his entire journey, however, but remained at Ephesus, where
they gathered about them a small community of Christians
(Acts 18:18-21). Aquila and Prisca were certainly involved in
Christian evangelization at Ephesus: Acts 18:26 mentions
that they instructed a Jewish Alexandrian named Apollos,
identified as an eloquent and learned man, explaining to
him “the way of God more accurately” Later, during Paul’s
more than two-year stay at Ephesus, Aquila and Prisca
helped him found a Christian community there: The
“church” that was housed in their home is mentioned in 1
Corinthians 19.

The couple eventually returned to Rome: Paul greets
Prisca and Aquila in Romans 16:3 as his helpers who, at the
risk of their own lives, aided the spread of Christianity and
again housed a Christian church in their home. They are be-
lieved to have returned to Ephesus again after Rome (2 Tim.
4:19), but little is known of their final fate. Possibly they were
martyred by beheading in either Asia Minor or in Rome.
Their feast day is July 8.

— June-Ann Greeley
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Arap Koilegen, Kipchomber

(d. 1916 C.E.)

Kipsigis prophet, nationalist leader

The Kenyan Kipchomber Arap Koilegen was the son of Kim-
nyole from the famous Nandi Orgoiyot family. Before his
death in 1890, Kimnyole instructed his sons not to accept a
leadership position in Nandi. Arap Koilegen took over the
spiritual and political leadership of the Kipsigis people, who
were cousins to the Nandi. His brother, Koitalel arap Samoei,



ruled the Nandi community as his father’s successor, despite
his father’s instructions.

Arap Koilegen was a powerful spiritual and political
leader. The Kipsigis believed that his prophetic powers came
from Asis (God), and Arap Koilegen is reported to have said
that he was Asis’s son. He prophesied many things during his
lifetime, but only a few of the predictions are remembered
today. Very often, people only recall that he said certain
things when they see them happening.

When the British colonial powers occupied Kipsigis land in
the early 1900s, Arap Koilegen led the resistance to British
rule. His leadership and guidance were accepted by the Nandj,
the Kisii, and the Luo communities. His influence among the
Kipsigis was so strong that at one time British authorities ex-
pressed their inability to rule them. Douglas Braumage, the
British district commissioner of Kericho, once said that the
Kipsigis government was more efficient than the British ad-
ministration but that it had been effectively dovetailed into
British rule. He advised the British government that “If noth-
ing is done to these people in four months to come then I don’t
see ourselves ruling in this part of the country”

Arap Koilegen's power among the Kipsigis is evident in a
report of another district commissioner from 1911. Unhappy
with the British use of Kipsigis people to spy for them, Arap
Koilegen severely punished those who cooperated. “On one oc-
casion we ourselves were speaking to a young headman who
had incurred the displeasure of the Orgoiyot arap Koilegen,’
wrote the commissioner. Arap Koilegen had told the man that
he would die the next day. “The man accepted the decision
with fatalistic calm; going to his house, he lay down to die and
news of his death reached us the following morning””

The British administration exiled Arap Koilegen to Nyeri
in 1913, and he died in 1916. His influence among the Kip-
sigis is still felt. On March 6, 2003, more than 20,000 Kipsigis
met for a cleansing ceremony at the site where his home had
been burned down under the influence of the missionaries
and British administrators.

—Adam K. arap Chepkwony
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Arjan

(1563-1606 C.E.)

Sikh guru, hymn writer, martyr

Guru Ramdas nominated his eighteen-year-old son Arjan as
the fifth Sikh guru in 1581. The most prolific writer of all the
gurus, Arjan added his many compositions to the four vol-
umes created by Guru Amardas, Guru Ramdas, and other
Hindu saints of the bhakti (devotional) tradition. His sys-
tematic ordering of this mass of material in 1604 is now
known as the Kartarpur Pothi. It contains, with the exception
of the compositions of Guru Tegh Bahadur, the text of the Adi
Granth, also called Guru Granth Sahib.

Under Guru Arjan, the Sikh community continued to
flourish at the established center of Ramdaspur (the modern
Amritsar, India) and expanded to more towns, including
Tarn Taran, Sri Hargobindpur, and Kartarpur. Events in the
Mughal Empire would soon affect the community, however,
as the death of Emperor Akbar, known for his tolerance of all
religions, led to the enthronement of his son Jahangir in Oc-
tober 1605. Less than a year later, in May 1606, Guru Arjan
was called to Lahore by the new emperor and asked to swear
his loyalty to the empire and the emperor. Guru Arjan re-
fused and was subsequently tortured and killed. For the Sikh
community, Guru Arjan had died the death of a martyr, re-
fusing to renounce his faith and give his allegiance to the
empire.

Building on the ideas of previous gurus, Arjan saw God as
Patshah (emperor) of the Sikhs. The guru is God’s represen-
tative on earth. Thus, Sikh gurus hold ultimate spiritual and
temporal power. In this view, while in the spiritual realm one
should give one’s prayers and trust to God in return for his
protection, so, too, in the worldly realm one should give one’s
tribute and trust to the guru, who in return gives protection
from enemies. Indeed, the guru, according to Arjan, is God
(par-brahm), and Sikhs were expected to remember him at
all times. Thus, Sikhs were no longer looking to Lahore, the
Mughal seat of power in Punjab, as their center, but rather to
the Sikh seat of power at Ramdaspur.

The hymns of Guru Arjan also assign new attributes to
God. He is the annihilator of the enemy (satr-dahan), the re-
mover of misery (dukh-banjan), and the one who frees peo-
ple from anxiety (achint). God, for Arjan, takes on the role as
protector in both the spiritual and temporal realm, a protec-
tion that is dependent on complete submission to him.

—Daniel Michon

See also: Hargobind; Hereditary Holiness; Intermediaries; Ramdas;
Sikh Religion and Holy People
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Arnulf of Metz

(582-641 C.E.)

Christian monk, archbishop, statesman

Well educated in letters and in Christian virtue, Arnulf of
Metz was one of the few civilizing forces of his time in West-
ern Europe. He contributed to peace within church and state,
and his virtue and charity provided a role model for the peo-
ple around him. His life had long-term political, as well as
spiritual, consequences. Arnulf was an ancestor of the Car-
olingian dynasty of Frankish kings, the most famous of
whom is his great-great-grandson Charlemagne.

Arnulf was born into one of the leading families of the
Frankish kingdom in 582. His earliest service was at the
court of King Theodebert II of Austrasia (r. 595-612), where
he became the king’s most trusted adviser. The priorities of
Arnulf’s early career mirrored that of other nobles: military
pursuits and the daily tasks of administering his estates. His
marriage to a Frankish noblewoman produced two sons.

Arnulf was also dedicated to serving the church and was
named archbishop of Metz sometime after 611, although
legend suggests that he accepted the honor reluctantly. In
that position, he continued to advise the kings and to medi-
ate in the many civil wars of that period. He became the tutor
of the young King Dagobert I (r. 621-637). Archbishop Ar-
nulf protected the rights of his flock at the royal court and
acted as a conduit of royal justice to the people in his dio-
cese. He exhibited lavish charity toward the sick and the im-
poverished, even to the point of performing miraculous
healings and multiplications of food.

Arnulf became increasingly uneasy in his secular duties.
In about 626, he resigned his bishopric and withdrew to a
hermitage at Habend (the future monastery of Remiremont)
in the Vosges Mountains. There he lived in solitude and
prayer until his death in 641.

Having St. Arnulf as a founder of their dynasty allowed
the Carolingian kings to claim “holy stock.” This gave them a
powerful counter (one with ecclesiastical sanction) to the
“charisma of blood” on which the previous dynasty, the
Merovingians, had staked their claim to the throne. Arnulf’s
tomb in the basilica of the Holy Apostles at Metz, which
eventually took Arnulf’s name, became a cult center for the
family. Carolingian court historians attributed the success of
their patrons in part to the virtues of their saintly ancestor.
His feast day is July 18.

—Elaine M. Beretz
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Artemidorus

(2nd cent. C.E.)

Ancient Greek interpreter of dreams

The place of Artemidorus in the culture of holiness is con-
nected to the wider Greco-Roman tradition of dream inter-
pretation. Throughout antiquity, many dreams were
thought to have been sent by the gods and for this reason to
possess an abiding significance for humans. The difficulty,
of course, lay in ascertaining precisely which of these
dreams were divine and significant. Artemidorus’s Oneiro-
critica (Interpretation of dreams), a five-volume work writ-
ten in the second century, is a critical manual outlining the
nature of dreams.

Unlike the oracular fashion of dream interpretation
found in the Hebrew scriptures (as practiced by Joseph and
Daniel, for instance), Artemidorus’s treatment was system-
atic. He distinguished between mere nocturnal manifesta-
tions of daytime concerns (enhypnia), complex dreams re-
quiring symbolic analysis (oneiroi), and explicit messages
from the gods (chrematismata). Furthermore, he empha-
sized that valid explication must account for the customs of
the dreamer’s native land as well as for his age, occupation,
wealth, and identity. In his scientific schematization and em-
pirical method, Artemidorus anticipated the work of Sig-
mund Freud and Carl Jung. For ancient readers, the Oneiro-
critica provided a rational means for understanding the
cryptic revelations of the gods.

—Christopher McDonough

See also: Intermediaries

References and further reading:

Artemidorus. 1975. The Interpretation of Dreams. Translated by
Robert J. White. Park Ridge, NJ: Noyes.

Price, S. 1986. “The Future of Dreams: From Freud to Artemidorus.”
Past and Present 113: 3-37. Reprinted in Before Sexuality: The
Construction of Erotic Experience in the Ancient Greek World.



Edited by David Halperin et al. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1989.

Winkler, John. 1990. Constraints of Desire: The Anthropology of Sex
and Gender in Ancient Greece. New York: Routledge.

Aryadeva

(2nd or 3rd cent. C.E.)

In the Buddhist tradition, two Aryadevas are mentioned.
One was a contemporary of Nagarjuna in the second or third
century and the founder of the Madhyamaka school; the
other was a practitioner of tantric Buddhism active around
the seventh or the eighth century. The first Aryadeva (Tib.:
‘phags pa lha; Chin.: Sheng tipo; Jap.: Shodaiba) defended
Nagarjuna’s Madhyamaka tenets against both Buddhist and
non-Buddhist opponents. He is known by such names as
Kanadeva, Nilanetra, Pingalanetra, Pingalacaksuh, and
Karnaripa, all names referring to the fact that he had blue
eyes or was blind in one eye. He is considered to have been a
descendant of a brahminical family of southern India.

Dating Aryadeva has been problematic because it is also
difficult to date his teacher, Nagarjuna. Aryadeva is said to
have been born either in southern India or in Ceylon. Xuan-
zang’s Xiyuji (Travel to the western realm) and Candrakirti’s
commentary on Aryadeva’s Catuhsataka (The four hundred)
count him as a native of Ceylon who came to southern India.

Scholars disagree as to which of the works attributed to
Aryadeva are authentically his. However, there is little doubt
that the Catuhsataka was authored by him. This text is an
early explanation of how a student may acquire the two req-
uisites for enlightenment: the equipment (sambhara) of
knowledge (jnana) and merit (punya). In this sense, the text
can be understood as a precursor to Santideva’s acclaimed
text, the Bodhicaryavatara, which became famous through
the debate of Samye.

Aryadeva, the renowned teacher of the Middle (Madhya-
maka), although stabbed by a tirthika (non-Buddhist) and
dying, cautioned his disciples not to pursue the murderer.
Such an attitude most likely stemmed from his understand-
ing of the nonsubstantiality of existence, that is, the way of
emptiness (sunya-vada).

—Leslie S. Kawamura
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Asanga

(c. 4th cent. C.E.)

Buddhist monk, school founder

According to tradition, Asanga established the Yogacara (Bud-
dhist mentalistic trend), a branch of Mahayana Buddhism in
India, when he received teachings from Maitreya, who dwelt in
Tushita Heaven. Because this trend focuses on the importance
of the mind in human cognition, it is also known as “mind
only” (cittamatra) or “consciousness only” (vijnaptimatra).

Asanga, born in the Gandara region of present-day Pak-
istan in the city of Purusapura (the modern Peshawar) as
the third son of Prasannasila (or Prakasasila), was proba-
bly active around the fourth or fifth century. Buddhist
sources tell the story of his encounter with Maitreya, which
reportedly took place after Asanga spent twelve years in a
cave meditating on Maitreya in the hope of meeting him.
Having no luck, Asanga finally left the cave disgusted and
encountered a dog infested with maggots. About to remove
the worms with his hands, he saw that if he did so, the
worms would perish, and that if the worms were not re-
moved, the dog would perish. Thus, he shut his eyes and
was about to remove them by using his tongue when the
dog disappeared. It was at this point that Asanga beheld
Maitreya. Because of Asanga’s great compassion, Maitreya
became his spiritual teacher (Maitreya-natha) and re-
warded him with the Mahayana doctrines, now called the
“Five Treatises of Maitreya.”

By means of such teachings, Asanga systematically pre-
sented the teachings of the Yogacara tradition, prescribing a
graduated path (marga) of meditative praxis (yogacara), by
which one attains the awakened state (bodhi).

Asanga was a prolific writer. The works attributed to him
and found in the Tibetan and Chinese Buddhist canons total
over twenty-one titles. Among them is a monumental ency-
clopedic work known as the Yogacara-bhumi-sastra. Accord-
ing to the Tibetan historian Bu-ston, Vasubandhu, his
brother, is reported to have said this about it:

Alas, Asanga, residing in the forest

Has practiced meditation for twelve years.

Without having attained anything but this meditation,
He has founded a system so difficult and burdensome,
That it can be carried only by an elephant.

(Bu-ston 1931-1932, 2:143)

By means of these texts, Asanga systematized the Buddha’s
teachings into eight kinds of cognitions (vijnana), the three
defining characteristics of reality (trisvabhava or trilak-
sana), and a system of praxis made up of the five paths
(pancamarga) and the ten bodhisattva stages (dasabhumi).
This tradition spread to Tibet, where it became the founda-
tion for the Vajrayana, or Tantric, tradition, and into China,
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where it became the basis for the Faxiang school (zong) of
Buddhism.
—Leslie S. Kawamura
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Ascetics as Holy People

Almost all the world religions include at least some element
of asceticism, originally a Greek term that literally means
“exercise”” In religious terms, the dominant element of ascet-
icism is training, disciplining, or subduing the body, thus al-
lowing mind and spirit to focus on higher truths without
being distracted by “the world.” The most common ascetic
practices are fasting, celibacy, poverty, seclusion, and rejec-
tion of home and family. Asceticism is suspect to main-
stream modern Western culture, with its firm emphasis on
alleviating pain as the highest good—and indeed, ascetic
practices sometimes sound more like self-torture than any
sort of spiritual exercise. Although abuses of asceticism can
occur, stressing pain for the sake of the pain itself, as asceti-
cism occurs among the holy people of the world it is always
a tool, rather than an end in itself. Ascetic practices are
rather suspect in the religions that most emphasize the
goodness of the created world, such as Judaism and Islam,
but even in these cases spiritual adepts have explored the
value of ascetic disciplines. Perhaps the only exceptions are
Zoroastrianism, which emphasizes the human’s duty to care
for physical and mental health, and the Baha’i faith. Other re-
ligions, such as Jainism, have embraced asceticism as a fun-
damental part of any religious life, for laypeople as well as
professional ascetics.

Religions differ widely over the proper level of asceticism
to be allowed. Emphasis on extreme asceticism has some-
times caused reactions in splinter groups. Thus Buddhism
rejected a high level of asceticism after Gautama, before be-
coming the Buddha, passed through six years of extreme
self-abuse, nearly dying of it, and finally decided that the as-
cetic path could not lead him to awakening. This legend was
central in creating the Buddhist Middle Path between self-
indulgence and self-mortification. Monks are still held to a
moderate daily routine that rejects the extremes of both he-
donism and asceticism. Similarly, in Christianity cenobitic
(communal) monasticism grew up in reaction to the harsh
self-discipline of independent hermits of the Egyptian and
Syrian deserts.

Throughout the hagiographical tradition, though, holy
people have engaged in more ascetic practices than the pop-

ulation at large, usually proceeding two or three degrees be-
yond what is expected among the merely pious. Thus in Hin-
duism, a person must move to extremes before his or her as-
cetic discipline attracts comment, while among modern
Protestant Christians a person who merely fasts occasionally
will be worthy of note. In all cases, asceticism is based upon
separation from the normal, and the goal is to liberate the
practitioner from the mundane. In Hinduism, the ideal is
that all men should pass through four stages of life, culmi-
nating in that of the renunciant who retires from involve-
ment in the world as a precondition for higher spiritual de-
velopment. This is also the traditional Christian ideal, and
that of Neoplatonists such as Plotinus (c. 204/205-270).

Christianity has also stressed ascetic practices as
penance for sin, and most notably in late antiquity and the
early modern period many saints especially stood out as
holy in the consciousness of the time because of their ex-
tremely austere lives of penance. Perhaps closest to this in
other religions is Jainism’s belief that the soul can only be
liberated by asceticism, which literally burns away accumu-
lated karma. Islam emphasizes further than Christianity that
the ascetic is opened to divine inspiration—those who pu-
rify their hearts with spiritual exercises toward this goal are
an important category of holy people in Islam. In all of these
traditions, ascetic practices by holy people can be an overt
criticism of an overly luxurious society. The great Muslim
preacher al-Hasan al-Basri (642-728), who led a frugal life
as a criticism of the caliphal court, built a spiritual discipline
based on contempt for worldly goods. Asceticism can be an
even more direct weapon, as when Mahatma Gandhi
(1869-1948) fasted to end the civil war in postcolonial
India, or in the legend that Patrick of Ireland “fasted against
God, refusing to eat for forty days until he had won major
concessions for the people of Ireland.

In some religions, extreme asceticism is believed to bring
clearly manifest powers to the practitioner. In both Hin-
duism and Jainism, the sadhus (renunciants) are believed by
their austerity and meditation to develop spiritual and even
magical powers—a belief in the efficacy of asceticism that
goes back to at least 1500 B.c.E. Tapas (Hindu asceticism) lit-
erally means “heat,” a creative heat that is generated to ele-
vate the ascetic beyond normal human experience. This
force can be stored up, making great ascetics, such as
Gorakhnath (c. 1200), great miracle workers. Many Hindu
stories tell of gods trying to prevent ascetics from gaining
too much power, usually by trying to seduce holy people or
make them angry. This is a very different notion from the
Christian belief that asceticism, above all, tames the body,
and is based on a very different relationship between body
and soul that does not reject the world as tempting or evil.
Especially striking is that in Hinduism, the intent of tempta-
tion is not to damn the subject but to lower him or her to the



status of everyday humanity. Japanese legend tells that En no
Ozunu (late seventh to early eighth centuries), founder of the
Japanese cult of mountain-worship, mastered magical prac-
tices by retreating to a mountain and there practicing ascet-
icism. Often the “magical powers” of such ascetic holy people
includes access to divine secrets. This linkage of asceticism
and hidden knowledge also occurs in an early strand of Jew-
ish mysticism (seventh to eleventh centuries) called
markavah (chariot) mysticism. A strict ascetic and contem-
plative regime, it was believed, could make the practitioner a
“chariot rider;” able to ascend like Ezekiel to heaven in a fiery
chariot and then return to earth to tell its secrets.

The most common form of asceticism is fasting, either
denying oneself food completely for more or less extended
periods or restricting oneself to a very limited diet. Often
holy people eat only bread and water, or only vegetable prod-
ucts (like the Pythagoreans), or they may reject wine; in the
case of Hinduism, advanced yogis live only on milk. Histori-
cally, holy people have sometimes practiced fasting to the
point of death. Indeed, in Jainism, one of the highest ideals is
self-starvation. Christianity also admires such extreme fast-
ing, but with a twist: Hagiographers admire extremely asce-
tic saints but often introduce an element of divine warning
that makes them behave with more moderation. Thus the
sixth-century Irish abbess Ite, in legend, practiced extreme
fasting and refused to ease her discipline even when an angel
told her not to be so hard on herself—finally, the angel force-
fed her. Thus, she was able to have her cake and eat it, too:
The spiritual longing was clearly presented for admiration,
but the saint was able to survive to play a continuing role in
the world. Legends of holy people delighting in astonishing
feats of self-denial should be taken more as evidence of pop-
ular attitudes toward asceticism than as literal truth. Thus, a
number of Christian female mystics of the later Middle Ages
are reported to have lived on nothing but the consecrated eu-
charistic elements. The Indian sufi Fariduddin Ganj-i Shakar
(1175-1265) practiced a forty-day retreat, fasting—and
hanging upside down in a well—for the entire time. And
Jain tirthankaras (ford-makers) such as Mahavira (c. 500
B.C.E.) were so attuned to the spiritual world that they no
longer needed to eat at all.

Choice of clothing is also recognized as an ascetic disci-
pline. Most notable in this respect are the naked, or “air-
clothed” (digambara), ascetics of India, both Hindu and Jain.
They are completely subject to the elements, demonstrating
in this way their conquest of passion. It should be noted that
this has been almost completely a male prerogative. One of
the few holy women who went naked was the twelfth-cen-
tury Mahadeviyakka, who was at first criticized for such un-
female behavior, but she proved her spiritual status to a tri-
bunal of holy men. Lesser Hindu ascetics wear a loincloth as
a symbol of renunciation. In societies where clothing marks
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status, to attire oneself as a beggar is an act of deep renunci-
ation, as in the case of Gangamata Goswamini (eighteenth
century), who gave up his rule of Bengal, including fine
clothes and jewelry. For many holy people, setting them-
selves apart from secular society with special clothing is the
starting point of holiness. For example, the robes of Bud-
dhist monks were originally made of rags sewn together, as
was the habit of Francis of Assisi (c. 1180-1226)—who
began his religious life by stripping off all his clothes and re-
turning them to his father. Roman Catholic monks and nuns
until the 1960s wore special clothing, and sufis wear a dis-
tinctive wool garment, the khirga (Arabic “rag”), which sym-
bolizes sufi rejection of the world. It should be noted, how-
ever, that some holy people have repudiated the idea of
special clothing as a path to holiness. As the Indian poet-
saint Kabir (c. 1450-1518) said, if it is possible to gain re-
lease from the world by going without clothes, the deer in the
forest would be the first to attain it.

Filth has a strong attraction for holy ascetics, again as a
rejection of the comforts of the world and as a sign that they
have indeed managed to rise above the human condition. At
least part of the awed admiration in which odoriferous asce-
tics were held must have arisen from amazement that a per-
son could voluntarily subject himself or herself to such con-
ditions, and even seem to enjoy it. For example, it is said of
the Muslim ascetic Ibrahim b. Adham (c. 730-777 or 790)
that one of the three times he was really happy was when he
looked at the fur cloak he was wearing and couldn’t tell
where the fur ended and the lice began, there were so many.
Hindu ascetics leave their hair long and matted; Christian
saint Benedict of Aniane rejected bathing as an improper
luxury. The prevalence of such unhygienic saints incline one
to redefine the “odor of sanctity.” Again, though, practice is
not consistent. The dirty holy person has no place in Ju-
daism, for example, a religion that places great emphasis on
personal hygiene as a reflection of divine purity.

Still other ascetics have deliberately inflicted pain upon
themselves through beatings, forced wakefulness, binding
and wearing of chains, and even self-mutilation. An impor-
tant Hindu ascetic practice is the five-fire penance, where
one sits in the heat of the sun all day surrounded by four
fires. This seems equivalent to the practice, in colder climes,
of standing in cold water up to the neck while reciting
psalms. In general, though, Christian holy people appear to
have specialized more than those of other religions in pur-
poseful infliction of pain. Tales of the desert hermits are re-
plete with accounts of saints who refused to lie down to sleep
or who abused themselves in other ways. Such extreme as-
ceticism revived in other periods. For example, the tenth and
eleventh centuries saw several saints who wore metal breast-
plates, or chains wrapped so tightly around their bodies that
they grew into the flesh, and so on. The hair shirt, a garment
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of rough goat- or horsehair that irritates the skin, is a
uniquely Christian ascetic device. In all these cases, the pur-
pose of pain was to discipline the body, making it conform to
the longings of the soul.

Sometimes the infliction of pain is considered part of a
special trial to prove one’s ability to enter upon a deeply reli-
gious life. This theme is especially common in Buddhism,
which tells admiringly of the Chan master Yang-shan Hui-
chi (c. 810-c. 887), who chopped off two fingers to prove to
his parents how determined he was to become a monk, and
the second Chan patriarch Hui-Ko (487-593), who cut off
his left arm to show his serious intent when Bodhidharma at
first refused to accept him as a disciple. Bodhidharma (d.
530) himself meditated motionless for so long that his legs
fell off, and he is said to have cut off his eyelids so he would
not fall asleep—Ilegend says that a tea plant sprang from the
ground where he threw his eyelids down, and that tea’s abil-
ity to prevent sleep is a special gift of this holy man. Similar
to Bodhidharma is the tale of the Ethiopian Christian Takla
Haymanot (d. 1313), who prayed standing for so many years
that one of his legs broke and came loose from his body. An-
other extreme case of initiatory mutilation is that of Naropa
(956-1040), who became a great Buddhist tantric master.
His master, Tilopa, was at first unwilling to accept Naropa as
a disciple and only agreed after Naropa passed a series of
painful tests, including crushing his penis between two
rocks. Controlled self-injury is also important to
Amerindian religious traditions, ranging from the auto-sac-
rifice (bleeding oneself from the ears, tongue, or penis) of
Mesoamerican rulers and priests to the Plains Indians’ prac-
tice of scarifying their flesh in ritual prayer, an ascetic
method especially pronounced in the visionary Sitting Bull.

Leaving the familiar world as an ascetic practice can take
a variety of forms, including leaving home to join a monas-
tic community or become an independent hermit, adopting
a permanently wandering lifestyle, or adopting very re-
stricted living conditions. In the last category fall the Chris-
tian recluses, walled up in a single cell for life, and the stylite
(“pillar-sitting”) saints, who practiced the astonishing asce-
tic feat of living sometimes for decades sitting on top of a
pillar. In the Christian case, the more extreme the renuncia-
tion, the more fame the practitioner could win in the popu-
lar eye. For example, thousands came to the first great pillar-
saint, Simeon Stylites (c. 390-459) for advice and blessing,
and such great recluses as Wiborada (d. 926) and the four-
teenth-century Julian of Norwich (c. 1343-after 1419) won a
very high spiritual status even though they were women.
Less extreme forms of separation from the familiar can in-
clude pilgrimage to holy places or temporary periods of re-
treat for prayer and contemplation.

Two of the most productive manifestations of the asce-
tic wandering of holy people in world history have been

the Irish practice of peregrinatio in the early Middle Ages
and the centuries-long Buddhist quest for holy texts. Irish
peregrinatio, ascetic homelessness, was above all an asce-
tic practice: Like Abraham, the practitioner gave up home
and family and, trusting in God, went wherever God might
direct them. Starting in the sixth century, accounts tell of
zealous monks setting out to sea in small boats with nei-
ther oars nor rudders; survivors came to shore in other
parts of Ireland, Iceland, England, or on the European
Continent. The highest ideal of peregrinatio is expressed
in the legend of Brendan the Navigator (c. 486-575), who
sailed with a crew of monks on a long quest for the Isles of
the Blessed, and may have reached North America in the
process. But this ascetic ideal also produced considerable
numbers of more practical monks (and a few nuns), who
moved with their communities to Scotland, England, and
many other countries of Europe. Once they settled, many
of these monks, such as Columbanus (543-615) and the
followers of Colum Cille (521-597), found themselves in-
creasingly active as missionaries, playing an important
role in the spread of Christianity throughout northern Eu-
rope. In a reversed case, asceticism was the by-product of
Buddhist ventures abroad to find and copy holy texts or to
study under the Buddhist masters in more spiritually ad-
vanced lands. Buddhist holy men often underwent great
hardship, besides the alienation of leaving family, land,
and native language for extended periods, in pursuit of
this goal.

Usually religious traditions speak in favor even of ex-
treme asceticism, recognizing ascetic practices as something
that marks out a person of superior determination, resolve,
and closeness to the divine (without which they could never
persist in their severe self-discipline). A shocking number of
Christian saints appear to have cut their lives short with
their austerities; the number of saints who died in young
adulthood, especially in the sixteenth through the eighteenth
centuries, a period that valued great asceticism, suggests
that the rigor of the saints undermined the health of many.
This result produced an antiascetic reaction. Philip Neri
(1515-1595), for example, advocated care for others rather
than abuse of self, and once gave a layman permission to
wear a hair shirt—but only over his regular clothes. Protes-
tant reformers in general also denounced asceticism. Earlier
periods, too, saw statements that asceticism could be carried
too far. For example, Paula (347-404) lived such an ascetic
life in Rome that one of her daughters died of it. Her spiritual
adviser, Jerome, was driven out of town for his advocacy of
such rigor. But it should be noted that both Paula and Jerome
are venerated as Christian saints—Jerome most often ap-
pears in Christian art pummeling his bare chest with a
stone. The power of ascetics to astonish the general populace
has over the centuries and around the world been an impor-



tant tool that brings people to listen to the messages of holy
people.
—Phyllis G. Jestice
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Ashoka

(3rd cent. B.C.E.)

Buddhist emperor

Ashoka, a famous Buddhist emperor of third-century B.C.E.
India, is also known by the names Devanampiya (Darling of
the gods) and Piyadassin (Kind-looking). In the history of
Buddhism he is generally ranked in importance second
only to Shakyamuni Buddha. Ashoka’s father, King
Bindusara, disliked him because of his ugly appearance. It
took a long time for him to win his father’s attention. After
he proved his statesmanship by quelling a rebellion, he was
appointed governor of Avanti province. Later, when
Bindusara was dying, Ashoka came to the capital, Patalipu-
tra, and declared himself king. This seems to have resulted
in a protracted civil war. But three years later, after killing
other claimants to the throne, he managed to get himself
anointed as the king.

Initially, he had a malicious and impetuous nature and
became notorious as Candashoka (Ashoka the Ferocious).
However, as he himself points out in one of his inscriptions,
a turning point came in his life after he waged a war against
the kingdom of Kalinga. The death and destruction that he
witnessed here made him so remorseful that he gave up war.
Thereafter, he completely devoted himself to the work of
dharma (Buddhist doctrine) and became known as Dhar-
mashoka (Ashoka the Righteous). According to another tra-
dition, his heart changed after he met a young Buddhist
monk in his prison where individuals were randomly tor-
tured and killed. He found this monk seemingly immune to
all the sufferings inflicted upon him. Tremendously im-
pressed by this, Ashoka converted to Buddhism, destroyed
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the prison, and undertook the meritorious task of building
84,000 stupas (shrines) across the empire.

Ashoka is also credited with sending Buddhist mission-
aries to different countries and patronizing the Third Bud-
dhist Council. Some scholars think that he may have even
become a Buddhist monk or donned the robe of a monk for
some time. Through his edicts and rock inscriptions en-
graved on cliff faces and stone pillars, he set forth policies of
righteous kingship. These policies were based upon active
social concern, religious tolerance, nonviolence, ecological
awareness, and animal welfare.

According to the Divyavadana (a collection of moral sto-
ries), toward the end of Ashoka’s life his ministers became so
much alarmed by his generosity to the Buddhist samgha
(monastic community) that for fear of the state treasury
being depleted they deprived him of all powers. He then
began to give away his personal wealth, but even that was re-
stricted. Destitute and powerless, in the end he was left with
nothing but half of a myrobalan fruit. Even this he sent to the
samgha as his final offering. Thereafter, having compre-
hended the vagaries of kingship, he passed away with a
serene mind.

—K. T.S. Sarao
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Askew, Anne
(15211546 C.E.)
Protestant Christian martyr
A Protestant martyr born in 1521, Anne was the youngest
daughter of Sir William Askew of Lincolnshire, England. As a
young woman, she married the Catholic gentleman Thomas
Kyme of Friskney. The pious Anne alienated her husband
when she formally converted to Protestantism. Forced to
leave his home, she went to London, where she became asso-
ciated with the court of Katherine Parr (1512-1548), sixth
wife of Henry VIII (1509-1547), a known Protestant sympa-
thizer. It was most likely this association that caused Anne to
be arrested and interrogated.

Anne was examined regarding her heretical beliefs, par-
ticularly regarding the doctrine of transubstantiation (the
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Catholic belief that the eucharistic bread and wine physically
becomes the body and blood of Christ), which Anne refused
to accept. She was harshly questioned and released three
times. These initial releases may have been due to Anne’s in-
fluential friends, including the queen’s sister and several
other suspected Protestants. Anne revealed nothing. On June
29, 1546, Anne was once again arrested and charged with
heresy. This time her interrogators tortured her on the rack.
Anne refused to recant her beliefs, or to incriminate anyone
else, and eventually she was sentenced to death. Shortly be-
fore the sentence was to be carried out, several of Anne’s fel-
low prisoners accused her of recanting. She vigorously de-
nied this and spent most of her final days composing a
denial of the false reports. On July 16, Anne refused a last-
minute pardon from the king. She was burned at the stake
along with three other accused heretics. By all accounts,
Anne was so weak from prison and torture that she had to be
carried to the stake tied to a chair.

Anne’s martyrdom is historically significant because she
wrote two accounts of her tribulations while imprisoned.
These texts, entitled The First Examynacyon and The Lattre
Examynacyon, were significant spiritual autobiographies.
The Protestant bishop John Bale (1495-1563), who also
wrote an extensive and inflammatory commentary, immedi-
ately published them as a testimony of faith, and Anne be-
came a centerpiece of his “reformed martyrology” Similarly,
John Foxe (1516-1587), in his Actes and Monuments (1563),
retold Anne’s story. It was in this form that Anne Askew be-
came a household name. By the 1800s, almost every English
home possessed a copy of Foxe’s work.

Anne is also an important presence in early modern lit-
erary scholarship. Of course, her writings portray the state
of doctrinal struggles in the mid-sixteenth century. How-
ever, her autobiographical writings, in which she details her
interrogations, also illustrate the importance of biblical
learning for women. In her sessions with the examiners,
Anne used her extensive knowledge of scripture to confront
the male hierarchy of church and state. Specifically, her
rhetorical style reflects her biblical studies and the influ-
ence of Protestant sermons. Interestingly, Anne never de-
nies the charges brought against her; rather, she argues
against them, incorporating scripture when necessary. The
rapid dissemination of her story and the many editions it
went through are excellent examples of the impact of the
printing press.

—Michelle M. Sauer
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Asklepios

Ancient Greek hero, healer, god

An ancient Greek hero renowned for healing arts, eventually
worshipped as a god in Greece and later throughout the
Roman world, Asklepios (Latin: Aesculapius) was believed
to be the son of the god Apollo, also renowned for healing.
Details regarding his birth and homeland vary. The chief
sanctuary of Asklepios was at Epidaurus, still famous for its
theater. Other important sanctuaries were located at Athens,
Kos, Knidos, Pergamum, and Rome. Healing usually oc-
curred through a process known as “incubation.” Asleep in a
special room (the abaton), the devotee was visited in a
dream by Asklepios, who would prescribe a cure. His success
made him the most popular god of the Hellenistic age, in-
voked by the epithet “Savior” In artistic representations,
Asklepios resembles a kindly version of Zeus. His symbols
included the snake, often depicted entwined around a staff,
and the dog. The most common sacrifice offered to Askle-
pios was the cock, famously attested by Socrates at the end of
Plato’s Phaedo (118a).

Homer referred to Asklepios as a mortal, the “blameless
physician” (Iliad 4.405). According to the most popular
myth, recounted by Hesiod, Pindar, and others, Asklepios
was the offspring of Apollo and Coronis, a mortal woman
who proved unfaithful to the god. Enraged, Apollo killed her,
but he managed to pull the infant Asklepios from her womb
as she lay on her funeral pyre. The boy was raised by the cen-
taur Chiron, who taught him his healing arts. Asklepios be-
came so great a healer that in time he could revive the dead.
This Zeus could not tolerate, and so he killed Asklepios with
a thunderbolt. Apollo got Zeus to transform him into a con-
stellation, and so Asklepios became a god.

Later tradition attributes to Asklepios a wife, Epione, and
five daughters, including Hygieia (a personification of
health). His descendants were thought to include the
Asklepiades, physicians who practiced primarily at the sanc-
tuaries of Knidos and Kos. The latter was home of Hip-
pocrates, the most famous of the Asklepiades.

—Jeffrey Brodd
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Asma’u Fodiyo, Nana

(1793-1864 C.E.)

Muslim teacher, scholar, poet

Asma’u bint Uthman dan Fodiyo, born in 1793, was a daugh-
ter of Shehu Uthman dan Fodiyo, leader of the Sokoto Jihad
of West Africa. Asma’u is known by her honorific, Nana. A
teacher, scholar, and poet, Asma’u was a legend in her own
time and continues to inspire contemporary Muslim
women, who cite her as a positive example of a woman who
pursued an education, addressed social issues, and fulfilled
her intellectual talents. As a member of the Fulani Fodiyo
clan, Asma’u was a Sunni Muslim of the Qadiriyyah sufi
order whose precepts defined her life and values.

As a child Asma'u spent time with her mother’s co-
wives, Aisha and Hauwa, who taught her ascetic practices
and devotion to spiritual concerns. Everyone in the family
was expected to make something useful, so young Asma’'u
understood that helping with the domestic tasks was part
of her spiritual obligation. She was also trained in the
classical canon of Islamic texts, beginning with the
Qur’an, which she memorized, earning for her the title
hafiza. She learned to speak four languages (Arabic, Ful-
fulde, Hausa, and Tamchek), and she wrote poetry in the
first three of these. Indeed, she eventually became an ac-
complished poet, scholar, and beloved teacher. Her reputa-
tion extended beyond the region and into the scholarly
circles of the Maghreb.

Asma’u played a major role in the transformation of the
Hausa-Fulani social order following the upheaval wrought by
the jihad that her father had led. She accomplished this by or-
ganizing female extension teachers known as jajis to instruct
rural women students, or ‘yan taru. These women memo-
rized Asma'u’s poems as aids for teaching Islamic precepts to
refugee and rural women and instructing them in how to live
pious lives. Asma'u’s sixty-one long poetic works address a
wide range of topics, including attention to the Qur’an, divine
truth, sufi women saints, signs of the day of judgment, the
prophet Muhammad, jihad battles, and eulogies for revered
individuals. Asma'u died in 1864, but her simple precept, “Go
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home and instruct your relatives,” is still spoken by her de-
scendants, who teach her songs to jajis and ‘yan taru today.
As a Qadiriyyah sufi, Asma’u advocated attention to the
higher things, aiming to live in the world without becoming
attached to it. However, she is remembered as a teacher and
friend to rural women living on the margins of society. Her
tomb in Sokoto, Nigeria, remains a place of pilgrimage.
—Beverly B. Mack
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Astrology

The heavens were observed and mapped by a wide range of
ancient peoples, from the Maya to the Chinese, but astrology
as it has come down to the West dates to the Assyrians and
Babylonians, and, in particular, to a group of Babylonian
priests called Chaldeans. These early Mesopotamian as-
tronomers named seven heavenly bodies that were visible to
them without telescopes, determined their courses, and as-
signed meanings to their placement in the sky. In the Assyr-
ian order, they were the Moon, the Sun, Jupiter, Venus, Sat-
urn, Mercury, and Mars; their Akkadian names, however,
were different: For example, Jupiter was Marduk. When the
Greeks and Romans adopted and adapted Babylonian astro-
logical practice, they changed these names to reflect their
own mythologies, and it is the Greek and Roman names that
are still used today.

The West was dimly aware of Chaldean astrology before
the conquests of Alexander the Great, but it is afterward,
during the Hellenistic age, that astrology moved into the
Mediterranean basin as part of an extensive cultural ex-
change. It was considered a technology—a science—and
the same Latin word (mathematicus) meant mathemati-
cian, astronomer, and astrologer. Astrologers themselves
were viewed as one of two types: the crackpot or the pro-
fessional. Among their ranks, one might find academi-
cians, priests, members of the aristocracy, and even a
Roman emperor or two (Tiberius and Hadrian). Yet for
every Tiberius or Claudius Ptolemy who practiced astrol-
ogy, there was a Cicero or Tacitus who disclaimed it (for ex-
ample, Cicero’s On Divination). Skeptics did exist, but they
were typically skeptics of the practitioners, not of the prac-
tice itself.
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Greco-Roman horoscopes were cast in the square (not
round), and their primary function was predictive, not as a
tool for psychological insight (a modern perspective). Be-
cause of this, ancient astrology came under repeated fire,
and astrologers were occasionally expelled from Rome by
governmental edict. Knowledge of the future might allow
one to gain control over it, or at least to exploit developments
by anticipating them, and that could lead to trouble, even
treason. Like many forms of divination, astrology was later
outlawed by the Christian church. Knowledge of the future, it
was believed, should belong to God alone.

— Jeanne Reames-Zimmerman
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Athanasius

(c. 299-373 C.E.)

Christian bishop, theologian

Bishop of Alexandria from 328 until his death in 373, except
for periods of exile from 356 to 361, Athanasius was one of
the most influential ecclesiastical leaders and theologians of
fourth-century Egyptian Christianity. His written works elu-
cidate the complexities of doctrinal controversies with the
Arians, Apollinarians, and Meletians of his day and should
be situated further within the broader context of the impe-
rial affairs of Constantine, Constantius, Julian, and Valens.
Athanasius’s tumultuous episcopal career as overseer of one
of the largest Christian communities of the Roman Empire
was coupled with a piety shaped by his encounters with
urban and desert monasticism.

Little is known about Athanasius’s early years. He was
born sometime between 295 and 299 in Alexandria to a fam-
ily of modest means and received a primarily Christian edu-
cation. In 311, he became deacon to Bishop Alexander of
Alexandria, a staunch opponent of Arius, a presbyter in the
local church who had gained wide support from various
bishops in the eastern part of the Roman Empire for his view
that, as a created being, Jesus Christ was subordinate to God
the Father. Arius and his followers were denounced at the
Council of Nicea (325), which produced and effected a
creedal statement claiming that Jesus Christ and God the Fa-
ther were of the same substance or essence (homoousios).

After Alexander’s death in 328, Athanasius became
bishop of Alexandria in a hotly contested election and
emerged as the principal spokesperson for the Nicene posi-
tion in theological debates fueled by the council. Noteworthy

in this regard are his Orations against the Arians (339/340),
which impressed upon its audiences the soteriological sig-
nificance of the incarnation, namely, that the salvation of
humanity required the full divinity of Christ, and the chal-
lenge posed by the contemporary views of a fellow anti-
Arian bishop, Apollinarus of Laodicea, regarding the lack of
a human will and intellect in Jesus Christ. In addition, his
role in a synod at Alexandria (362), and his correspondence
with his colleague and ally Bishop Serapion of Thmuis, are
evidence that he extended his views to incorporate the di-
vinity of the Holy Spirit.

Athanasius sought the allegiance of the urban and desert
monastic communities in and around Alexandria in his
struggles to rid the region of infiltrating Arian and Meletian
influences. Sizable in number and in impact on the non-
monastic Christian population, both types of monks proved
significant allies or foes to these competing theological fac-
tions. There is considerable evidence that Athanasius worked
hard to ensure that the urban monks in the local churches in
Alexandria were brought under his episcopal governance. His
Letter to Dracontius and his Letter to Amoun, a lengthy period
of exile spent in hiding with groups of desert monks
(356-361), and identifiable contact with several prominent
monks, such as Antony of Egypt, betray his concern to do the
same with those in the desert monastic communities sur-
rounding Alexandria. Athanasiuss authorship of the mid-
fourth-century Christian hagiography, the Life of Antony,
with its emphasis on the salvific end of Christ’s incarnation
and its strong anti-Arian and anti-Meletian teachings, is
often cited as additional support of these efforts.

Athanasius was restored as bishop of Alexandria several
years before his death on May 2, 373. His thought continues
to inform studies in Christian theology and church history.

—Bernadette McNary-Zak
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Atisha (Dipamkara)

(982-1054 C..)

Mahayana Buddhist scholar, reformer

Atisha was an Indian Mahayana Buddhist scholar-saint who
revitalized Buddhism in Tibet during the early eleventh cen-



tury. According to Tibetan tradition, Atisha was born in
western Bengal of a royal family in 982. He was considered a
prodigy, mastering Sanskrit and other literary skills at a
young age. From his youth he was said to be guarded and in-
fluenced by the goddess Tara, perhaps an indication of the
Tantric practices and affiliations he may have had in his ado-
lescent years. He took monastic vows at the age of twenty-
nine in a monastery at Bodhgaya, the site of the Buddha’s en-
lightenment. Atisha mastered the monastic curriculum of
his time, studying, among other topics, ethics (vinaya),logic
and epistemology (pramaa), and Middle Way philosophy
(Madhyamaka).

In addition to these lineages of teaching available in India
in the eleventh century, Atisha traveled to Indonesia and
studied there for twelve years under the Mahayana Buddhist
master Dharmakirti-sri. From this master, he received the
quintessential oral transmission lineage known as lojong
(Tib.: blo sbyong), “training the mind?” This lineage, empha-
sizing cultivation of love and compassion, fused with his em-
phasis on cultivating the “thought intent on enlightenment”
(Skt.: bodhicitta), would become Atisha’s greatest contribu-
tion to Indian and Tibetan Buddhism.

Atisha was invited to Tibet to revive and reform the Bud-
dhist teachings that had been diminished by the persecu-
tions of the anti-Buddhist Tibetan king Lang Darma. Al-
though warned by his patron deity, Tara, that traveling to
Tibet would shorten his life, Atisha proceeded with the jour-
ney. His arrival in western Tibet in 1042 is regarded as one of
the greatest events in the history of Tibetan Buddhism.

His contribution to Tibetan Buddhism is best exemplified
in his composition of the Bodhi-patha-pradipa (Lamp for
the path to enlightenment), a manual that indicates the
“gradual stages to enlightenment” (lam-rim), instructional
lineages of the profound view of emptiness, and the vast
deeds of practice. Atisha indicates that the best religious life
is that of a celibate Mahayana monk who diligently adheres
to the monastic code and follows the gradual path to en-
lightenment for the benefit of all beings. His instructions
and influence led to the founding of the Kadampa order, the
first school of Buddhism in Tibet. Atisha died in 1054 at Nye-
thang (snye-thang) just south of Lha-sa, where his relics are
enshrined in a temple.

—James B. Apple

See also: Buddhism and Holy People; Teachers as Holy People
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Atta-Essou

(dates unknown)

Diola legendary prophet

According to Diola oral traditions, Atta-Essou had neither a
father nor a mother but was created by the Supreme Being,
Emitai, and was the first person to live in the Huluf/Esulalu
region of southwestern Senegal. He reportedly founded the
Diola township of Eloudia and created a number of spirit
shrines (ukine) that are still used by the Diola today. The first
in a long line of prophets that includes at least fifty-four fol-
lowers of the Diola religious path (awasena), he was primar-
ily concerned with praying for rain, fertility, and the general
welfare of the community.

The Diola number over half a million people and include
the largest number of practitioners of an indigenous religion
in Senegal. Rural Diola earn their living largely from the cul-
tivation of rice and are generally regarded as the finest rice
farmers in West Africa. Rain is important to them because it
brings life to their rice paddies and allows them to survive in
a region where droughts are common.

Atta-Essou’s home, Eloudia, was initially populated by peo-
ple known as Koonjaen, a type of Bainounk. When the people
known today as the Diola conquered them, Eloudia became a
Diola township and its traditions of prophetic revelation be-
came part of a Diola tradition. The Diola believe that Emitai
gave Atta-Essou the power to control a number of different
spirit shrines for prayer. These included Egol, the primary
spirit shrine of the Koonjaen priest-king, and Djoenenandé,
an important royal spirit shrine for Huluf and Esulalu.

Atta-Essou had thirty-nine sons. His descendants be-
came the priest-kings (oeyi) of many Diola Esulalu and
Huluf communities. It is said that Atta-Essou did not die but
fashioned wings out of palm fronds and flew up to Emitai.
His name literally means “of bird” or “birdlike” and refers to
that event. To this day, it is thought that his descendants do
not die but are only “lost.”

The Diola believe that Atta-Essou continues to reveal
himself to his descendants in their dreams, providing im-
portant instruction about the spirit shrines that he left to
them. In recognition of these ongoing revelations, they cre-
ated a spirit shrine, also known as Atta-Essou, that was
abandoned after World War I. Two of his descendants, Aber-
man Manga of Kadjinol and Djemelenekone Diatta of
Kolobone, also became prophets of Emitai. These descen-
dants are not “lost” but returned to the heavens to be with
Emitai.

—Robert M. Baum

See also: African Religions and Holy People; Ancestors; Death; Diola
Prophets; Intermediaries; Miracles; Prophets
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‘Attar, Farid al-Din

(c. 1117-c. 1231 C.E.)

Shi’i Muslim sufi, poet

Farid al-Din Muhammad ibn Ibrahim Ishaq kadkani, known
as Farid al-Din Attar, or simply ‘Attar (which literally means
“pharmacist”), was born in eastern Iran near the modern
city of Nayshabur. Although he is believed to have lived a
very long life, his attributed birth and death dates (c.1117-c.
1231) are highly speculative. He lived through the Mongol
invasion of Persia but continued his studies in sufism and Is-
lamic sciences with a number of masters. The most notable
of his teachers was Najm al-Din Kobra, the founder of the
Kubrawiyyah sufi order. Although ‘Attar’s sufi affiliation is
not known, it is most likely this order that he identified with
because its spiritual genealogy is traced to the eighth imam
of the Shi’ites, who is buried in Mashhad, near the city of
Nayshabur.

Although Attar was an erudite man who was learned in
philosophy, theology, and other Islamic sciences, he was bet-
ter known for his poetic genius. It was through this mode of
expression that he was able to write commentaries upon a
wide range of subjects. A number of his works were de-
stroyed during the Mongol invasion of Persia; however, those
that have survived provide encyclopedic knowledge of the
intellectual sciences of his time. Attar’s major achievements
are his extensive commentaries on the spiritual path, his
warnings against the dangers and pitfalls of mysticism, his
specific guidance on ascetic practices, and his illustration of
the states and stations of wisdom. He treats these themes po-
etically throughout his numerous works.

Within the context of sufism, Attar’s work discusses a
number of philosophical problems, such as how multiplicity
came from unity, the ineffability of the knowledge of God and
divine attributes, and the true function of the intellect. Attar’s
ingenious contribution lies in his imaginative use of the sym-
bolism of animals in order to elaborate upon a wide range of
philosophical problems. Speaking from the perspective of
birds and other animals, he turns the world into a grand the-
ater where humans, animals, and nature interact, with the ul-
timate purpose being the discovery of the sense of unity.

Twenty-four of ‘Attar’s works have survived. Of these, the
most important is Mantiq al-tayr (Language of the birds), a

book of poetry that treats the philosophical problem of how
multiplicity came from unity. Relying on allegory, Attar
speaks through a group of birds who wanted to find the ar-
chetypal bird, the griffin (simurgh, literally meaning “thirty
birds”). Through a long and arduous journey, they realize
that unity was within them and that the search for truth in
the external world is futile. Also important is the Musibat
Namah (Treatise on tragedy), which gives an account of the
spiritual journey of a seeker who ascends to different do-
mains of reality and discusses the mysteries of the spiritual
path, with the heavens and the earth, celestial beings, and the
inhabitants of hell and heaven. The seeker meets the
prophets and discusses the best path toward salvation with
them. Written in Persian, it is one of the most exquisite ex-
amples of Persian literature.

—Mehdi Aminrazavi

See also: Mysticism and Holy People; Nature; Sufism
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Attributes of Holy People

Most religions, at least the more popular and folk ele-
ments within them, credit holy people with special
“marks” that prove their holiness to anyone with the wit to
discern the signs. Belief in such significant attributes as
markers of holiness has gone in and out of fashion at var-
ious times; for example, in the case of Christianity most
medieval people assumed visible signs of sanctity, but the
Protestant denominations for the most part turned
against the notion of such manifest imprints of holiness.
Nevertheless, there are examples of such belief in every
major world religion—at least in individual cases, and
sometimes as a central identifier.

Legends around the world tell of holy people born under
specially auspicious circumstances. In Christianity, Hin-
duism, Buddhism, and Islam, tales are prominent of mothers
of saints who dreamt that they were bearing a star, a flower-
ing tree, a sun, or, in the case of Shakyamuni Buddha, even a
white elephant, who entered the mother’s womb when she
conceived. Jain legend reports that Mahavira’s mother,
Trisala, had a series of fourteen dreams before his birth, the
portents of a great teacher. The mother of the Greek holy
man Apollonius of Tyana (d. c. 120 c.t.) had a vision of the
god Proteus just before she gave birth. Legends of Muham-
mad tell that a light radiated from his mother’s womb—the



first sign of his future greatness. Some holy people are even
believed to have been conceived asexually. Not only Jesus but
several other Christian holy people, such as Kentigern (d.
612), were believed to be the products of a virgin birth, or at
least a nonsexual union similar to that of the Virgin Mary,
who conceived “through the Holy Spirit” (Matt. 1:18). The
Daoist Wang Zhe (1112-1170) was conceived after his
mother had a dream; she finally gave birth after a pregnancy
that lasted twenty-four months. And the Buddhist master
Padmasambhava (eighth and ninth centuries) was miracu-
lously born from a lotus.

Although most holy people have been born in the usual
way, at certain periods various religions have emphasized
miraculous qualities attending the process of birth, at least
for the greatest holy people. Thus, Irish legend very often de-
scribes the birth of saints as painless to their mothers—the
baby just slides out unexpectedly. Perhaps most impressive
is the birth of Shakyamuni Buddha: According to Buddhist
legend, his mother, Maya, gave birth standing up, with her
arm against a tree. The baby stepped out of her side, took
three steps, and proclaimed his greatness. Holy people are
sometimes specially protected after birth, too. For example,
the first dalai lama, Gendun drubpa (1391-1474), was pro-
tected from robbers on the night of his birth by a miraculous
raven. When the future rebel and holy man Nat Turner (c.
1800-1831) was born, his mother tried to strangle him with
the umbilical cord—his survival “proved” that he was
marked by God for special service.

Most dogmatic in the belief that a holy person is born
with certain physical markers of holiness are the Jains and
Buddhists. Buddhism has identified eighty features of
beauty and birthmarks that signify a buddha, and lesser “su-
perior beings” also have some of the markers. These features
vary from list to list, but in general a Buddhist holy person is
recognizable thanks to a perfectly formed body, elegance in
movement, and a melodic voice. Beyond that, the person will
have auspicious signs on their palms and on the soles of
their feet. Thus, for example, accounts of the Shakyamuni
Buddha at birth vary, but he is supposed to have had thirty-
two major marks, and eighty minor ones, always including
wheel symbols on his hands and feet, a protuberance on the
crown of his head, and a circle of hair between the eyebrows.
A wise person can recognize such signs; thus, when a wise
old brahmin saw the signs on the infant Siddhartha’s (the fu-
ture Buddha) body, he predicted that the child would be-
come either a world emperor or a buddha and world savior.
Similarly, all Jain tirthankaras (ford-makers) have fragrant
breath; their skin doesnt get dirty, their blood is milky
white, they are never ill, they do not need to eat or excrete,
and the weather and the people around them are always
pleasant. Although these physical attributes are less fixed in
other religions, the legend of Muhammad tells that he was

Attributes of Holy People 79

born with a raised oval birthmark between his shoulder
blades, the “seal of prophethood.”

There are very few ugly saints. Whatever the religion, leg-
ends report personal beauty as one of the most common
characteristics of the holy person. It is rare to find a saint
who is small and unimpressive. Nevertheless, there are a few
who stand out, such as Francis of Assisi (c. 1180-1226); Ma-
hatma Gandhi (1869-1948) also disappointed many people
at first sight. Most Hindu saints are described as beautiful,
however; indeed, personal beauty forms a central attribute of
holy people in Hinduism. Jagadbandhu (1871-1921), for ex-
ample, was called Sundar (Beautiful One).

Instead of emphasizing personal beauty, several religions
stress extraordinary physical characteristics. A good example
of this is the Persian giant Artachaeés, who accompanied
Xerxes on his march into Greece in 480 B.C.E. Artachaeés was
reputed to be eight feet tall, with the loudest voice in Persia. He
died on the march, but by Herodotus’s time the locals where he
was buried worshipped him as a demigod. Other physical
claims for holy people include invulnerability to injury and
pain. This is particularly evident in early Christianity, which
produced many stories telling of martyrs who felt no pain
while undergoing ghastly tortures. This tradition had an inter-
esting resurgence in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
when a variety of holy people claimed to be immune from bul-
lets. Thus the Fiji holy man Sadiri in 1873 claimed to be im-
mune from the bullets of European attackers and positioned
himself in the front line in battle—he was subsequently shot.
More successfully, the Amerindian chief and holy man Geron-
imo (1829-1909) was regarded as invulnerable to bullets
thanks to the special protection of spiritual forces.

There are also qualities of mind and spirit that are com-
mon to holy people around the world, though the exact stan-
dards are less consistent than they are for physical beauty.
These include eloquence, intelligence, strength, courage, and
longevity. Of these, probably the least important is strength.
Although it is an attribute of ancient Greco-Roman heroes,
Amerindian legendary figures, and some African rulers,
other religions have not usually emphasized physical
strength as a characteristic of their holy people—preferring,
perhaps, to emphasize qualities of mind over those of body,
or the reliance of the human being on God’s strength.

Courage is a particularly universal quality. In Hindu be-
lief, with spiritual enlightenment one has the ability to
speak and act without fear. This is an essential feature of the
holy person as a teacher of morals and as someone who
goes beyond the accepted norms of a society. All religions
have their martyrs—who would not be martyrs if they had
not stood up courageously for what they believed in, even
though they expected to die for it. It is rare in hagiography
even to find an admission of fear that the holy person is able
to surmount; in general, courage is regarded as a natural
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corollary of holiness. Similarly, it is rare to find an unintel-
ligent holy person; normally, holy people are noted for quick
wits, and often for stupendous learning. They sometimes
impress people with their skill in speaking. For example, the
Hindu Manikavacakar’s (c. 650-715) name means “ruby-
worded,” and the Christian John Chrysostom (349-407) was
so eloquent that he was given his nickname of “golden-
mouthed.” Perhaps less eloquent holy people inspired less
veneration. Holy people also model other virtues, such as
obedience and conscientiousness. Rahula (c. fifth century
B.C.E.), the son of the Buddha, is a good example of this
principle.

Another common attribute, especially of the scholar-
holy person, is longevity; with surprising frequency, legend
credits sages with living 120 years—in such diverse cases as
Moses, the Jewish sage Johanan ben Zakkai (first century
C.E.), the Christian Romuald of Ravenna (eleventh century
C.E.), and the Buddha’s cousin Ananda (c. fifth to fourth cen-
turies B.C.E.). Some made it even longer: The Jew Serah Bet
Asher (c. 1300 B.C.E.),in legend, lived for millennia, as did the
Buddhist Padmasambhava (eighth and ninth centuries c.E.),
who played an important role in introducing Buddhism to
Tibet—indeed, some believe that both are still alive. Simi-
larly, especially in medieval legend, the evangelist John never
died, while the Bible reports that the prophet Elijah (ninth
century B.C.E.) was taken up bodily into heaven (2 Kings
2:11-12). The next best thing, if a holy person does die, is
that the body never corrupts.

Besides all these marks of the living holy person, religions
have developed means to represent saints iconographically.
Thus they are often shown emanating light. Buddhist iconog-
raphy includes halos around the heads of arahants, buddhas,
and bodhisattvas, also standard in European iconography for
the gods of the Roman Empire and for Christian saints.
Daoist and Buddhist great masters are also often shown in
Chinese and Japanese art with a ju-i, a scepter, with the end in
the form of an immortality mushroom.

—Phyllis G. Jestice

See also: Buddhism and Holy People; Francis of Assisi; Gautama;
Jagadbandhu Sundar, Prabhu; Jainism and Holy People; John
Chrysostom; Rahula
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Augustine of Canterbury

(d.c. 604 C.E.)

Christian monk, first archbishop of Canterbury

Generally called the apostle of England, Augustine, born in
the sixth century, was prior of St. Andrew’s on the Coelian
Hill in Rome when Pope Gregory I (the Great) sent him with

a band of forty monks to preach the gospel to the English in
596. During his seven-year apostolate, Augustine was able to
plant the seeds that would eventually bring Christianity to
the whole of England.

Gregory’s famous incident of seeing English slaves being
sold in the Roman marketplace, and relating their name
(Angli) with the word “angel,” is considered the genesis for
the English mission, although more emphasis should be
placed on the needs of the English king, Ethelbert of Kent.
Ethelbert had married a Frankish princess, Bertha, who was
a Christian, and as part of the marriage arrangement he had
promised to construct a Christian place of worship and to
install a Christian priest to conduct ceremonies. Ethelbert
soon joined the Christian faith, once Augustine arrived in
597, and many of the English followed his example. In 601,
Pope Gregory I sent reinforcements, including personnel,
books, sacred vessels, and relics, to consecrate altars. Augus-
tine tried twice to work with the local British and Celtic
priests, who still practiced Christianity to some degree in the
northern and western portions of Britain, but they resisted
the updated Roman practices that Augustine wished to bring
to British Christianity.

With the help of Pope Gregory I, Augustine at first tried to
reestablish the early episcopal structure of the Roman
British church, which had supposedly been centered at Lon-
don in the south and at York in the north. During Augustine’s
archbishopric, however, London was located in a predomi-
nantly non-Christian district that only indirectly paid hom-
age to Ethelbert. So Augustine located his archbishopric in
Canterbury, Ethelbert’s capital city in Kent. Later attempts to
relocate the English archbishopric to London and/or York
were unsuccessful. All of the early archbishops of Canterbury
came from Rome, and there were strong ties between Can-
terbury and the Roman Church for centuries.

Augustine’s lengthy correspondence with Pope Gregory I
survives,and it was extensively quoted and noted by the Ven-
erable Bede in his history of the English race composed in
the eighth century. Topics related to the destruction of non-
Christian shrines, the adaptation of Gallican and British cus-
toms in the Roman liturgy, and the establishment and daily
life of monks were some of the issues for which Augustine
asked for help from the Roman pontiff. Augustine was able
to establish two other episcopal sees during his lifetime, one
in London for the East Saxons and one in Rochester. Augus-
tine died in about 604; his feast day is celebrated on May 26
in England and on May 28 elsewhere.

—Bradford Lee Eden

See also: Christianity and Holy People; Gregory I; Mission
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Augustine of Hippo

(354430 C.E.)

Christian bishop, doctor of the church

Augustine is the greatest of the patristic fathers and is best
known for his spiritual autobiography, the Confessions. He
wrote extensively on theological and philosophical issues of
his day, and his extant writings number over 100 philosoph-
ical, theological, and scriptural exegetical works, 500 ser-
mons, and 200 letters. Augustine’s contributions to philoso-
phy and theology have been quite influential, and his views
on a number of topics, including the nature of time, just war
theory, the nature of lying, marriage, divine foreknowledge
and human freedom, original sin, the nature of evil, mem-
ory, and the nature of the soul, are still studied today.

As a young man in Thagaste, North Africa, Augustine was
trained in classics and studied grammar and rhetoric. At age
eighteen, he read Cicero’s Hortensius, which he credits with
motivating him to pursue a life of seeking wisdom. Early in
life he joined the Manicheans, a religious sect that postulated
the evil of matter and described the universe as a struggle
between the two forces of good and evil. As Augustine ma-
tured, he came to find the doctrines of the Manicheans un-
tenable. His spiritual journey took an important turn while
he was teaching rhetoric in Milan, for he came to hear the
eloquent sermons of Ambrose, who was bishop there. After
many prayers said on his behalf by his mother, Monica, he
was baptized on Easter in 387. He was ordained a priest in
the North African city of Hippo in 391 and became the
bishop there several years later.

Much is known about Augustine’s life and thought. Of
supreme importance in this regard is the spiritual classic the
Confessions, which, in addition to being a detailed autobiog-
raphy, includes philosophical sections on such topics as time
and memory, as well as theological investigations regarding
the relation of the soul to God. In clear and beautiful prose,
Augustine depicts such matters as the saintliness of his
mother, his struggles with chastity, his difficulty in learning
Greek, and the process of conversion to the Christian faith.
The moving account of his conversion in Book VIII of the
Confessions is one of the great texts of Western religious spir-
itual writing. Augustine describes a scene in a Milanese gar-
den where he was weeping under a fig tree, wrestling with
the indecision of his will, when he heard a voice saying:
“Tolle lege; tolle lege” (take, read; take, read). He received
these words as a divine command, and turning to scripture,
his eyes alighted upon the text of Romans 13:13: “Not in rev-
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eling and drunkenness, not in lust and wantonness, not in
quarrels and rivalries. Rather, arm yourselves with the Lord
Jesus Christ; spend no more thought on nature and nature’s
appetites” By the time he reached the end of the passage, Au-
gustine relates, he no longer had any doubts, and the light of
confidence had flooded his heart.

After his autobiography, The City of God is perhaps Au-
gustine’s most influential work. The tasks of this large
book are manifold, but the volume has as its general proj-
ect the identification of the errors and intellectual defi-
ciency of paganism as well as an account of the place of the
Christian in history. In this work, Augustine explores his
famous distinction between two kinds of cities: the civitas
dei and the civitas terrena. The members of the city of God
are marked by love of God (amor dei), whereas members of
the earthly city are marked by self-love (amor sui). At the
end of history, the members of the two cities will finally be
separated. In this book other important Augustinian
themes are discussed at length, including the distinction of
use versus enjoyment, the providential role of God in his-
tory, and the spiritual life of the Christian as a pilgrimage
(peregrinatio) to God.

Augustine’s intellectual formation was influenced heavily
by Platonic and Neoplatonic sources, in addition to the Latin
authors who formed the subject matter of his classical edu-
cation. Augustine believed that Platonic philosophical teach-
ings were closer to the truths of Christianity than the teach-
ings of other sects, and Neoplatonic influences are visible in
many aspects of his thought. Among Augustine’s other well-
known works are On Free Will (where he discusses the origin
of evil, divine foreknowledge, and human freedom), On the
Utility of Believing (where the relationship of faith and rea-
son is set forth), On Christian Doctrine (a book on scriptural
exegesis), and On the Trinity (a monumental presentation of
trinitarian theology).

Much of Augustine’s literary corpus is composed of
polemics against the heresies of his day. His principle tar-
gets, in addition to Manichaeism, included Pelagianism (the
doctrine that human beings can save themselves by their
own efforts), Donatism (a schism that occurred in the North
African church), and Arianism (a heresy pertaining to the
issue of the divinity of Christ). As well, he wrote extensively
against those who defended classical Roman religion.

Augustine’s influence on subsequent philosophy and the-
ology was, and continues to be, quite vast. Until the time of
Thomas Aquinas he was the greatest of the church’s thinkers.
His influence on religious figures such as Bonaventure, Mar-
tin Luther, and Seren Kierkegaard has been explored by his-
torians and scholars, and others have alleged that modern
philosophers such as René Descartes and Martin Heidegger
owe a large debt to Augustine.

—M. V. Dougherty
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See also: Christianity and Holy People; Hagiography; Monica;
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Augustus

(63 B.C.E.~14 C.E.)

Roman emperor, god

Augustus is the title for Gaius Octavius, born in 63 B.C.E. as
the great nephew of Julius Caesar. The first Roman emperor,
Octavian was instrumental in creating the imperial cult,
which associated living emperors with the gods and enabled
the Roman Senate to acknowledge them as gods after their
death. The architect of a new political system called the Prin-
cipate, he was adopted as the son of Julius Caesar, who
claimed descent from Venus and the kings of Rome, and he
inherited a large fortune when Caesar was assassinated in 44
B.C.E. Caesar was acknowledged as a god, thus making Octa-
vian a divi filius (son of a god).

Octavian, Mark Antony, and Lepidus then formed the
Second Triumvirate and ruled the republic until Lepidus re-
tired in 36 B.C.E., after which tensions grew between Octa-
vian, who ruled the west, and Antony, now allied with
Cleopatra in a plan to create an eastern dynasty. Octavian
won a great victory over them at Actium in 30 B.C.E., and
Antony and Cleopatra later committed suicide. This victory
changed Roman history forever, ended the republic, initiated
the Principate and the Pax Romana, and promoted Octavian
to superhuman and eventual divine status beginning with
the decree of the Senate in 27 B.C.E. that gave him the title Au-
gustus. This associated him with the gods, acknowledged
him as sacred, and laid the foundation for the imperial cult
that endured until Constantine became the first Christian
emperor in the fourth century.

The historical background to the imperial cult can be
traced to ancient Egypt, where for millennia the pharaoh was
thought to be a god incarnate. After Alexander the Great cre-
ated his Macedonian-Greek empire, he conquered Egypt,
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where an oracle proclaimed him to be a god. The ruler cult
was disseminated throughout the kingdoms of the eastern
Mediterranean during the Hellenistic Age (323-30 B.C.E.).
With the emergence of Rome as the dominant political and
military power in the Mediterranean from around 220 until
30 B.C.E., resulting in the fall of Macedonia, Carthage,
Corinth, and other victories leading to Actium, the securing
of Roman rule was accompanied by establishing the cult of
Roma in the eastern provinces. From the time of the general
Flamininus (191 B.C.E. onward), Romans of achievement in
the east were honored with festivals, games, and sometimes
temples (Galinsky 1996, 323).

After Actium, Octavian was increasingly viewed as a su-
perhuman and a godlike being. The Senate decreed that li-
bations be poured to the genius (divine essence) of Augustus
at banquets. Eastern provinces promoted the cult of Roma
and Augustus by building temples and appointing priests.
The Assembly in Asia decreed to start the new year with Au-
gustus’s birthday, “the beginning of all things.” The Pax Ro-
mana had dawned, and Augustus was perceived as its divine
founder. Coinage was minted that depicted the new ruler as
Neptune, and his statue in the Palatine Library in Rome pos-
sessed a striking resemblance to Apollo. In the west, his cult
was established in Lyons (12 B.c.E.) and Cologne (9 c.k.) and
spread to Spain and the North African provinces. As this was
also the golden age of Latin literature, the poets Virgil, Hor-
ace,and Ovid contributed to the acceptance of Octavian’s su-
perhuman achievements as proof that a deity was present in
their emperor, now hailed as Caesar Augustus. The Senate
decreed that Augustus was a god after his death (14 c.E.).

The imperial cult begun by Augustus continued through-
out the empire: Thirty-six of sixty emperors from Augustus
to Constantine were apotheosized (Price 1987, 57). The cult
played an important role in spreading Roman civilization,
fostering civic pride and allegiance to Roman rule, assimi-
lating traditional polytheism, and competing with the claims
of Christianity that Jesus Christ was God incarnate.

—Michael Bland Simmons

See also: Apotheosis; Rulers as Holy People
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Aurobindo Ghose

(1872-1950 C.E.)

Hindu nationalist, reformer, spiritual leader

Aurobindo Ghose was a significant leader in the Indian na-
tionalist movement and one of the most important spiritual
figures emerging from India in the twentieth century. His
early life reveals the tension and promise that was inevitable
with British rule in India.

The nineteenth century saw the emergence of various
Hindu reform movements in India, many of them in re-
sponse—often defensive or apologetic—to British domina-
tion and Christian criticism of Hinduism. British and French
schools in India had acculturated many Indians to Western
cultural patterns, which included rationalist and secularist
tendencies. Aurobindo, born in 1872, was deeply influenced
by this process. Sent to England at the age of seven by his fa-
ther, who was convinced of the superiority of Western cul-
ture, Aurobindo was trained privately as a youth, then at-
tended St. Paul’s in London, and finally studied at Cambridge
University, where he showed flashes of brilliance. He re-
turned to India at the age of twenty, ostensibly to begin a ca-
reer in teaching, but soon immersed himself in Indian phi-
losophy, on the one hand, and Indian nationalism, on the
other.

In Bengal, he was an outspoken and passionate militant,
forcefully arguing for the overthrow of the British. He was
charged with sedition in 1908 and imprisoned for a year.
During his incarceration, Aurobindo experienced a deepen-
ing transformation, which included extensive study of the
Bhagavad Gita, the practice of yoga, and mystical experi-
ences of Krishna. When he was released from prison, he left
Calcutta and moved to the French enclave in the south of
India, Pondicherry, where he remained for the rest of his life.

Aurobindo’s intellectual and spiritual prowess was
quickly manifest. He wrote voluminously and soon an
ashram developed around him, organized and administered
by Mirra Alfassa, later known as “The Mother.” Aurobindo’s
thought represents a constructive version of modern Indian
philosophy. Drawing upon ancient Indian resources, he
nonetheless rejected the illusionism that is at the heart of
some versions of Indian philosophy. Instead, he believed that
the soul evolves in and through matter to “super-mind” and
then is charged with “descending” to the world of matter in
order to stimulate and to facilitate the transformation of all.
This deeply incarnational philosophy—one that recalls that

of the French Jesuit Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (1881-
1955)—is called “integral yoga.” Aurobindo died in 1950.
His legacy remains strong in Pondicherry. Auroville, an ex-
periment in communal living not far from the city proper,
has had considerable positive impact and success.
—Thomas A. Forsthoefel

See also: Contemporary Holy People; Patriotism and Holy People;
Suffering and Holy People; Teilhard de Chardin, Pierre
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Authority of Holy People

In many cases, a person who is acknowledged as “holy”
claims a special divine authority, a mandate authorizing or
demanding that he or she speak or act in the name of the di-
vine. This special seal of approval, or “call,” often comes in
the form of visions. The next step in expressing that author-
ity is then to win the approbation of at least a sector of the
population. Beyond that, in several religions a person can be
given special religious authority as “holy” by an official act.
This is best known in the case of medieval Christian and
modern Roman Catholic canonization, in which saints are
officially recognized and placed on a list, a “canon” of the
saints, through the authority of the pope. Although this
process is carried out posthumously, authority figures of
other religions have granted special status to holy people
during their lifetimes. Foremost, however, has been the au-
thority given by individual conscience, which is above that of
any outside rubber stamp. As John Henry Newman said,
“Conscience is the first of all the vicars of Christ,” an author-
ity that transcends that of the pope.

The history of holy people throughout the world is a his-
tory of visionary experience. Judaism holds that God spoke
frequently and openly during the biblical period, but with
the end of prophecy the divine voice became much rarer,
heard sometimes in dreams but of central importance as the
only direct contact between God and humankind. Dreams
and visions occur as inspiration and granter of special au-
thority in every religion, and belief that such experiences
have occurred is often central to a society’s designation of
holy people. The earliest known prophet, Zoroaster (c. 1400
B.C.E.) started his career as holy person when he saw the god
Ahura Mazda in a vision, after which he believed he had per-
sonally been set apart for his mission. Mani (216—c. 276 C.E.)
began having visions at age twelve, and in one of them he



was called to a special apostolic position. The first Daoist ce-
lestial master (fifth century c.E.) was inspired by visions of
Laozi. Sometimes, holy people have been inspired by visions
to take a new path. According to legend, for example, the
Christian apostle Peter turned back to be crucified when he
was fleeing Rome after having a vision of Christ. Teresa of
Calcutta (1910-1997) dedicated her life to the poor after ex-
periencing a visitation by Christ during a train trip. Visions
have persistently given holy people the authority to tran-
scend the normal rules of society, including established reli-
gion; a good case is the Kenyan Moraa (early twentieth cen-
tury), a woman in a patriarchal society who was given
authority that transcended gender through her visions. The
list could be continued almost indefinitely.

A smaller category is made up of people who claim they
have actually been to heaven. This claim was central to the
appeal of the leader of China’s Taiping Rebellion, Hong Xiu-
quan (1814-1864). The West African Cherubim and
Seraphim Society had its start when Christiana Abiodun
Akinsowon (1907-198?) in 1925 lay in a deep trance for sev-
eral days and awakened to report that she had spent that
time in heaven, where she was taught spiritual mysteries.

Especially in Buddhism and Hinduism, most recog-
nized holy people have the authority of a teacher as an im-
portant claim to spiritual status; it is acknowledged as
next to impossible to be “holy” without the aid of a guru.
Thus, in these religions, a spiritual lineage is very impor-
tant. It is not, however, absolutely necessary. For example,
the Hindu Anandamayi Ma (1896-1982) reached spiritual
attainment without a guru, despite her marriage at a
young age, passing through the stages of yoga to a high
spiritual state within six years. And sometimes this earlier
authority can be mediated by the spirit of a dead holy per-
son, rather than in living teaching. Thus, the Shi’a Muslim
Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsa’i (1753-1826) claimed that his
authority came from the Shi’a imams—whom he met in
dreams and visions.

Perhaps the most irrefutable authority given to a holy
person is when a special charisma is passed on by heredity.
Shi'a Muslims believe that on the Farewell Pilgrimage
Muhammad designated his cousin and son-in-law ‘Ali b. Abi
Talib (600-661) as his successor. The early guardians of the
Baha’i and Sikh faiths also were designated as successors to
acknowledged holy men. Aztec rulers won the right to rule
by journeying to the otherworld to claim their rights from
the previous ruler. And sometimes authority has been
passed on by a combination of inheritance and designation.
For example, when Kublai Khan granted the Daoist “celestial
master” Chang Tsung-yen (d. 1292) his title in 1276, he de-
clared that the title could be passed on by inheritance; be-
fore, according to legend, a jade seal and sword had been
passed from one celestial master to the next.
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Sometimes holy people have won a special authoritative
position through their actions, such as working miracles or
winning debates with rivals. In Tibet, the Indian scholar Ka-
malashila (c. 740-795) won not only personal authority but
also triumph for his school of Buddhism by defeating a
group of Chan Buddhists in debate. More flamboyantly, the
Jewish prophet Elijah (ninth century B.c.E.) had a trial of re-
ligious authority with the priests of Ba’al to see who could
draw fire from heaven; the losers were then killed at Elijah’s
instigation (1 Kings 18).

Although hereditary succession bears great authority,
more spectacular but open to argument is the claim of some
holy people (or their followers) to be a great holy figure of
the past who has come again. History is littered with people
who have claimed to be Jesus or, in Islam, the hidden mahd;i
(forerunner of the apocalypse). Mani preached that he was
the Holy Spirit, the Paraclete of John’s gospel. David Koresh
(1959-1993), the modern American cult leader, identified
himself with the Lamb of the book of Revelation. The Viet-
namese neo-Buddhist Huyan Phu So (1919-1947) claimed
to be a reincarnation of several earlier religious leaders.
Such claims tend to lie on the fringes of religious experi-
ence, attracting extremists but powerful in showing the sort
of authoritative position people want to have from their
holy leaders.

—Phyllis G. Jestice

See also: Ahmad al-Ahsa’i, Shaykh; Ali ibn Abi Talib; Canonization;
Elijah (1); Elijah (2); Kamalashila; Mani; Moraa; Peter; Teresa of
Calcutta; Zoroaster
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Avvakum

(1620/1621-1682 C.E.)

Russian Orthodox mystic, healer, dissenter, archpriest
Avvakum charismatically led a mass movement, called Old
Belief, against Patriarch Nikon of Russia in the 1650s to
protest Nikon’s dramatic reforms in the Russian Orthodox
Church aligning Russian rituals with Greek and Ukrainian
practices. The rebellion led to the Russian schism of
1666-1667. For challenging the authority of the church, Av-
vakum was beaten, starved, jailed, deported, and finally
burned at the stake in 1682.

Born in 1620 or 1621, Avvakum was married at about age
seventeen, ordained as a deacon at twenty-one, and ordained
as a priest at age twenty-three. He was raised to archpriest-
hood at age thirty.

The seventeenth century was chaotic in Muscovy, that s,
medieval Russia. The Riurikid dynasty died out in 1598 and
left Russia politically unstable until Mikhail Romanov rose
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to power in 1613. Famine and plague struck Russia shortly
after the turn of the century and again in the 1650s; Poland
invaded Moscow in 1610, and Sweden invaded Novgorod in
1611. These pressures reemerged especially during the 1630s
through the 1660s. In the midst of this, Avvakum provoked
social and religious unrest with his conservative revolt
against Patriarch Nikon.

We know of Avvakum primarily through his autobiogra-
phy, a literary masterpiece of seventeenth-century Russia,
which he wrote during the last years of his life while impris-
oned at Pustozersk (Avvakum 1979). The account reads like
a motivational speech and is spiritually and emotionally
charged with vivid, bizarre, erotic, and mystical imagery. Av-
vakum strove through this work to motivate his followers to
hold on to the sacred rituals handed down by the holy fa-
thers and called them to faithfulness, even in the face of
death.

Avvakum was a crude and lively leader full of contradic-
tions. He was passive when persecuted, but at other times he
was violent and abusive to others—and to himself. Though
he demanded complete obedience to the church, he tearfully
admitted his shortcomings. He portrayed himself both as
sinner and saint; he argued with divine authority, yet he
spoke of himself as “excrement and pus, an accursed man—
just plain shit” (Avvakum 1979, 104).

The historiography of the schism may be divided into two
basic schools of thought: those who think that the schism
was primarily caused by genuine religious belief, and those
who emphasize sociohistorical factors over belief. Robert
Crummey (1970) offered a balanced view, taking seriously
belief as a legitimate motivation. Georg Michels (1999),
however, gave much less weight to belief, emphasizing so-
ciopolitical motivations. For other perspectives from Rus-
sian historians, see the histories of Sergei Platonov (1929),
who emphasized cultural pressures, and Sergei Soloviev
(2000), who emphasized church-state politics and genera-
tional educational differences.

—Nathan S. Carlin

See also: Reform and Reaction
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Awakening and Conversion

The concept of “awakening” (bodhi, often translated as “en-
lightenment”) is central to the concept of the holy person in
the religions of India, especially Buddhism. Gautama Sid-
dhartha is the fully awakened one, “the Buddha”; the goal of
all human existence is to become awakened to the reality of
the cosmos as the Buddha was, and thus to escape the cycle
of rebirth. Although this concept has reached a very high de-
gree of theological elaboration especially in Buddhism, and
no holy person in the Buddhist tradition is not an arahant
(fully awakened one), it has interesting parallels in other re-
ligions, especially to the Christian and Muslim concepts of
“conversion” When used in the context of holy people, con-
version is not simply accepting a religious faith: It is an inner
transformation to full adherence to that religion, often
through a sudden spark of revelation, which many holy peo-
ple have described as something as abrupt as a thunderbolt,
as dramatic as what struck Paul of Tarsus on the road to
Damascus (Acts 9). Thus it is useful to discuss these two
terms together, exploring their similarities and differences in
Eastern and Western religions.

In the cases of both awakening and conversion, holy peo-
ple have described their experiences as preceded by a period
of great spiritual thirst, a “dark night of the soul” in John of
the Cross’s (1542-1591) formulation. The Zen term
kokushittsu, “a bucket of black paint,”is used to describe the
state of total darkness the meditator passes through before
the breakthrough to awakening. What marks a true holy per-
son is that he or she does not give up in frustration at this
stage but instead remains open to insight or divine aid, de-
pending on the tradition. Then the actual turn of the soul,
when ultimate truth can be seen, like the shifting of a kalei-
doscope to suddenly create a clear image, can be effected by
almost anything. For example, when the Buddha’s follower
Kassapa (fifth century B.c.E.) asked the Buddha about ulti-
mate truth, the master responded by holding up a flower—
and Kassapa suddenly understood.

In the Christian Middle Ages, the awakening to a true re-
ligious life, described by the Latin term conversio, was often
de-emphasized in favor of a model of holiness stressing that
saints were marked out by God even before their birth and
therefore were always completely attuned to the divine.
When they are described, conversions most often occur be