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T here is no simple definition
of the concept of religion
that fully articulates all

its dimensions. Encompassing
spiritual, personal, and social
elements, this phenomenon is
however, ubiquitous, appearing

in every culture from prehistory

to the modern day—as evidenced
in the cave paintings and elaborate
burial customs of our distant
ancestors and the continuing
quest for a spiritual goal to life.

For Palaeolithic people—and
indeed for much of human history
—religion provided a way of
understanding and influencing
powerful natural phenomena.
Weather and the seasons, creation,
life, death and the afterlife, and the
structure of the cosmos were all
subject to religious explanations
that invoked controlling gods, or a
realm outside the visible inhabited
by deities and mythical creatures.
Religion provided a means to
communicate with these gods,
through ritual and prayer, and
these practices—when shared by
members of a community—helped
to cement social groups, enforce
hierarchies, and provide a deep
sense of collective identity.

As societies became more
complex, their belief systems
grew with them and religion was

"x

increasingly deployed as a political
tool. Military conquests were often
followed by the assimilation of the
pantheon of the defeated people by
the victors; and kingdoms and
empires were often supported by
their deities and priestly classes.

A personal god

Religion met many of the needs

of early people and provided
templates by which they could
organize their lives—through rites,
rituals, and taboos. It also gave
them a means by which they
could visualize their place in the
cosmos. Could religion therefore
be explained as a purely social
artifact? Many would argue that

it is much more. Over the centuries,
people have defied opposition to
their faiths, suffering persecution
or death to defend their right to
worship their God or gods. And
even today, when the world is
arguably more materialistic than
ever before, more than three-
quarters of its population consider
themselves to hold some form of
religious belief. Religion would
seem to be a necessary part of
human existence, as important to
life as the ability to use language.
Whether it is a matter of intense
personal experience—an inner
awareness of the divine—or a way

of finding significance and
meaning, and providing a starting
point for all of life’'s endeavors,

it appears to be fundamental at

a personal as well as a social level.

Beginnings

We know about the religions of the
earliest societies from the relics
they left behind and from the stories
of later civilizations. In addition,
isolated tribes in remote places,
such as the Amazonian forest in
South America, the Indonesian
islands, and parts of Africa, still
practice religions that are thought to
have remained largely unchanged
for millennia. These primal
religions often feature a belief in

a unity between nature and the
spirit, linking people inextricably
with the environment.

All men have need
of the gods.
Homer




As the early religions evolved,

their ceremonies and cosmologies
became increasingly sophisticated.
Primal religions of the nomadic and
seminomadic peoples of prehistory
gave way to the religions of the
ancient and, in turn, of the classical
civilizations. Their beliefs are now
often dismissed as mythology,

but many elements of these ancient
narrative traditions persist in
today’s faiths. Religions continued
to adapt, old beliefs were absorbed
into the religions of the society
that succeeded them, and new
faiths emerged with different
observances and rituals.

Ancient to modern

It is hard to pinpoint the time when
many religions began, not least
because their roots lie in prehistory
and the sources that describe their
origins may date from a much later
time. However, it is thought that
the oldest surviving religion today
is Hinduism, which has its roots

in the folk religions of the Indian
subcontinent, brought together in
the writing of the Vedas as early

as the 13th century Bce. From this
Vedic tradition came not only the
pluralistic religion we now know

as Hinduism, but also Jainism,
Buddhism, and, later, Sikhism,
which emerged in the 15th century.

Other belief systems were
developing in the east. From the
17th century Bcg, the Chinese
dynasties established their nation
states and empires. There emerged
traditional folk religions and
ancestor worship that were later
incorporated into the more
philosophical belief systems

of Daoism and Confucianism.

In the eastern Mediterranean,
ancient Egyptian and Babylonian
religions were still being practiced
when the emerging city-states
of Greece and Rome developed
their own mythologies and
pantheons of gods. Further east,
Zoroastrianism—the first major
known monotheistic religion—had
already been established in Persia,
and Judaism had emerged as the
first of the Abrahamic religions,
followed by Christianity and Islam.

Many religions recognized the
particular significance of one or
more individuals as founders of
the faith: they may have been
embodiments of god, such as Jesus
or Krishna, or recipients of special
divine revelation, such as Moses
and Muhammad.

The religions of the modern
world continued to evolve with
advances in society, sometimes
reluctantly, and often by dividing
into branches. Some apparently
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new religions began to appear,
especially in the 19th and 20th
centuries, but these invariably
bore the traces of the faiths that
had come before.

Elements of religion

Human history has seen the rise
and fall of countless religions,
each with its own distinct beliefs,
rituals, and mythology. Although
some are similar and considered
to be branches of a larger tradition,
there are many contrasting and
contradictory belief systems.

Some religions, for example,
have a number of gods, while
others, especially the more modern
major faiths, are monotheistic;

There is no use disguising
the fact, our religious needs
are the deepest. There is
no peace until they are
satisfled and contented.
Isaac Hecker,
Roman Catholic priest
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and there are major differences of
opinion between religions on such
matters as the afterlife. We can,
however, identify certain elements
common to almost all religions in
order to examine the similarities
and differences between them.
These aspects—the ways in which
the beliefs and practices of a
religion are manifested—are what
the British writer and philosopher
of religion Ninian Smart called the
“dimensions of religion.”

Perhaps the most obvious
elements we can use to identify
and compare religions are the
observances of a faith. These
includes such activities as prayer,
pilgrimage, meditation, feasting
and fasting, dress, and of course
ceremonies and rituals. Also
evident are the physical aspects
of a religion: the artifacts, relics,
places of worship, and holy places.
Less apparent is the subjective
element of the religion—its
mystical and emotional aspects,
and how a believer experiences
the religion in achieving ecstasy,
enlightenment, or inner peace, for
example, or establishing a personal
relationship with the divine.

Another aspect of most religions
is the mythology, or narrative, that
accompanies it. This can be a
simple oral tradition of stories,

or a more sophisticated set of
scriptures, but often includes a
creation story and a history of

the gods, saints, or prophets,

with parables that illustrate and
reinforce the beliefs of the religion.
Every existing faith has a collection
of sacred texts that articulates its
central ideals and narrates the
history of the tradition. These
texts, which in many cases are
considered to be have been passed
directly from the deity, are used in
worship and education.

In many religions, alongside this
narrative, is a more sophisticated
and systematic element, which
explains the philosophy and doctrine
of the religion, and lays out its
distinctive theology. Some of these

What religion a man shall
have is a historical accident,
quite as much as what
language he shall speak.
George Santayana,
Spanish philosopher

ancillary texts have themselves
acquired canonical status. There
is also often an ethical element,
with rules of conduct and taboos,
and a social element that defines
the institutions of the religion and
of the society it is associated with.
Such rules are typically concise—
the Ten Commandments of
Judaism and Christianity, or the
Noble Eightfold Path of Buddhism,
for example.

Religion and morality

The idea of good and evil is also
fundamental to many faiths, and
religion often has a function of
offering moral guidance to society.
The major religions differ in their
definitions of what constitutes a
good life—and the line between
moral philosophy and religion is far
from clear in belief systems such
as Confucianism and Buddhism—
but certain basic moral codes have
emerged that are almost universal.
Religious taboos, commandments
and so on not only ensure that the
will of the God or gods is obeyed,
but also form a framework for society
and its laws to enable people to live
peaceably together. The spiritual
leadership that in many religions
was given by prophets with divine
guidance was passed on to a
priesthood. This became an




essential part of many communities,
and in some religions has wielded
considerable political power.

Death and the afterlife

Most religions address the central
human concern of death with the
promise of some kind of continued
existence, or afterlife. In eastern
traditions, such as Hinduism, the
soul is believed to be reincarnated
after death in a new physical form,
while other faiths hold that the soul
is judged after death and resides in
a nonphysical heaven or hell. The
goal of achieving freedom from

the cycle of death and rebirth, or
achieving immortality encourages
believers to follow the rules of

their faith.

All religions, arts, and
sciences are branches
of the same tree.
Albert Einstein

Conflict and history

Just as religions have created
cohesion within societies, they
have often been the source—or
the banner—of conflict between
them. Although all the major
traditions hold peace as an
essential virtue, they may also
make provision for the use of force
in certain circumstances, for
example, to defend their faith or to
extend their reach. Religion has
provided an excuse for hostility
between powers throughout
history. While tolerance is also
considered a virtue, heretics and
infidels have often been persecuted
for their beliefs, and religion has
been the pretext for attempted
genocides such as the Holocaust.

Challenges to faith

Faced with the negative aspects of
religious belief and equipped with
the tools of humanist philosophy
and science, a number of thinkers
have questioned the very validity
of religion. There were, they argued,
logical and consistent cosmologies
based on reason rather than faith—
in effect, religions had become
irrelevant in the modern world.
New philosophies, such as
Marxism-Leninism considered
religions to be a negative force

on human development, and as
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a result there arose communist
states that were explicitly
atheistic and antireligious.

New directions

Responding to societal change
and scientific advances, some of
the older religions have adapted
or divided into several branches.
Others have steadfastly rejected
what they see as a heretical
progress in an increasingly rational,
materialistic, and godless world;
fundamentalist movements in
Christianity, Islam, and Judaism
have gained many followers who
reject the liberal values of the
modern world.

At the same time, many people
recognize a lack of spirituality in
modern society, and have turned to
charismatic denominations of the
major religions, or to the many new
religious movements that have
appeared in the past 200 years.

Others, influenced by the New
Age movement of the late 20th
century, have rediscovered ancient
beliefs, or sought the exoticism
of traditional religions with no
connection to the modern world.
Nevertheless, the major religions
of the world continue to grow and
even today very few countries in
the world can be seen as truly
secular societies.
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Primal religions—so-called because

they came first—were practiced by people

throughout the world and are key to the
development of all modern religions.
Some are still active today.

By building miniature
versions of the cosmos,

the Pawnee created
sacred places.

Rituals to renew life
and sustain the world
were a central part

of the religion of

the Hupa.

The Aztecs and
Mayans offered
human sacrifices to
satisfy their gods’
desire for blood.

The Quechua and
Aymara believed the
spirits of their dead
ancestors lived on
to guide them.

Through their
bond with the gods,
the Warao believe
that everything
is connected.

For the Dogon
people, every thing
contains the universe
in microcosm.

ur early hunter-gatherer
ancestors considered the
natural world to have a
supernatural quality. For some,
this was expressed in a belief
that animals, plants, objects, and
forces of nature possess a spirit,
in the same way that people do.
In this animistic view of the world,
humans are seen as a part of
nature, not separate from it, and
to live in harmony with it, must
show respect to the spirits.
Many early peoples sought to
explain the world in terms of deities
associated with particular natural

phenomena. The rising of the

sun each day, for example, might be
seen as a release from the darkness
of the night, controlled by a sun
god; similarly, natural cycles such
as the phases of the moon and the
seasons—vital to these people’s
way of life—were assigned their
own deities. As well as creating

a cosmology to account for the
workings of the universe, most
cultures also incorporated some
form of creation story into their
belief system. Often this was in
the form of an analogy with human
reproduction, in which a mother

goddess gave birth to the world,
which was in some cases fathered
by another god. Sometimes these
parental deities were personified as
animals, or natural feature, such

as rivers or the sea, or in the form
of mother earth and father sky.

Rites and rituals

The belief systems of most primal
religions incorporated some form
of afterlife, one that was typically
related to the existence of a realm
separate from the physical world
—a place of gods and mythical
creatures—to which the spirits
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The Sami people
believed their shamans
had the power to visit
other worlds.

The natural and
supernatural worlds are
intertwined in the religion
of the San bushmen.

According to the Baiga,

the gods created us to
act as guardians of
the earth.

The Chewong believe
that our purpose is to
lead good lives and
live in harmony.

In the Dreaming,
Aboriginal Australians
see the creation as
ever-present.

For the Ainu,
everything, even a rock,
has a spirit.

The Maori and
Polynesian people
explain the origin
of death.

In the ritual
Work of the Gods,
the Tikopians fulfilled
their obligation to
serve the gods.

of the dead would travel. In some
religions, it was thought possible to
communicate with this other realm
and contact the ancestral spirits for
guidance. A particular class of holy
person—the shaman or medicine
man—was able to journey there
and derive mystical healing powers
from contact with, and sometimes
possession by, the spirits.

Barly peoples also marked life’s
rites of passage; these, along with
the changing of the seasons,
developed into rituals associated
with the spirits and the deities.
The idea of pleasing the gods to

ensure good fortune in hunting or
farming inspired rituals of worship,
and, in some cultures, sacrifices
to offer life to the gods in return for
the life they had given to humans.
Symbolism also played a key
role in the religious practices of
early cultures. Masks, charms,
idols, and amulets were used
in ceremonies, and spirits were
believed to occupy them. Certain
areas were thought to have
religious significance, and some
communities set aside holy places
and sacred burial grounds, while
others made buildings or villages

in the image of the cosmos. A few
of these primal religions survive to
the present day among dwindling
numbers of tribespeople around
the world untouched by Western
civilization. Some attempts have
been made to revive them by
indigenous peoples who are
trying to reestablish lost cultures.
Although their belief systems
may seem at first glance to be
primitive to modern eyes, traces
of them can still be seen in the
major religions that have evolved
in the modern world, or in the
New Age search for spirituality. m




20
IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS

/Xam San

WHEN AND WHERE
From prehistory,
sub-Saharan Africa
AFTER

44,000scE Tools almost
identical to those used by
modern San are abandoned
in a cave in KwaZulu—Natal.
19th century German
linguist Wilhelm Bleek sets

d f th 1
MAKING SENSE OF THE WORLD e

20th century Government-
sponsored programs are

set up to encourage San
peoples to switch from hunter-
gathering to settled farming.

1994 San leader and healer
Dawid Kruiper takes the
growing campaign for San
rights and land claims to
the United Nations.

T he question of why human
beings first develop the
idea of a world beyond
the visible one in which we live
is complex. Motivated by an urge
to make sense of the world around
them—yparticularly the dangers
and misfortunes they faced, and
how the necessities of life were
provided—ypeople in early societies
sought explanations in a realm
that was invisible to them, but
had an influence over their lives.
The idea of a spirit world is
also associated with notions of
sleep and death, and the interface
between these and consciousness,
which can be likened to the natural
phenomenon of night and day.
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See also: Animism in early societies 24—25 = The power of the shaman 26—-31 = Created for a purpose 32
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In this twilight zone between

sleep and waking, life and death,
light and dark, lie the dreams,
hallucinations, and states of altered
consciousness that suggest that
the visible, tangible world is not
the only one, and that another,
supernatural world also exists—
and has a connection with our
own. It is easy to imagine how the
inhabitants of this other world were
thought to influence not only our
own minds and actions, but also

to inhabit the bodies of animals
and even inanimate objects, and

to cause the natural phenomena
affecting our lives.

A meeting of worlds

The figures of humans, animals,
and human-animal hybrids in
Palaeolithic cave paintings are
often decorated with patterns that
are now thought to represent the
involuntary back-of-the-retina
patterns known as entoptic
phenomena—yvisual effects such as
dots, grids, zigzags, and wavy lines,
which appear between waking
and sleep, or between vision and
hallucination. The paintings
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The Storm Bird blows
his wind into the chests of
man and beast, and without
this wind we would not
be able to breathe.
African fable
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themselves represent a permeable
veil between the physical and the
spirit worlds.

It is impossible to ask the
Palaeolithic hunter-gatherers of
Europe about the beliefs and rituals
that lie behind their cave paintings,
but in the 19th century it was
still possible to record the cultural
and religious beliefs of the /Xam
of southern Africa, a now-extinct
clan of San hunter-gatherers who
made cave paintings reminiscent of
those of the Stone Age, for similar
reasons. The spiritual life of the
/Xam San offered a living parallel to
the religious ideas archaeologists
have attributed to early modern
humans. Even the clicks of the
/Xam San language (represented »

Since prehistoric times, the San
have renewed their rock paintings,
transmitting the stories and ideas
they depict down the generations.

There is danger

around us that

causes sickness
and death.

Spirits seem to
appear to us in the
sky, the earth,
the animals,
or the fire.

Natural phenomena
such as the
weather and
the seasons are
out of our control.

Our food
supply, the plants
and animals,
is sometimes
plentiful,
sometimes
scarce.
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by marks such as /, indicating

a dental click rather like a tut of
disapproval), are thought to survive
from humankind'’s earliest speech.

Levels of the cosmos
The mythology of all San peoples
is modeled closely on their local
environment and on the idea
that there are both natural and
supernatural realms that are deeply
intertwined. In their three-tiered
world, spirit realms lie both above
and below the middle, or natural,
world in which humans live; each is
accessible to the other, and
whatever happens in one directly
affects what happens in the other.
Humans with special powers could
visit the upper or sky realm, and
travel underwater and underground
in the lower spirit realm.

For the /Xam San, the world
above was inhabited by the creator
and trickster deity /Kaggen (also

known as Mantis) and his family.
They shared this world with an
abundance of game animals,
and with the spirits of the dead,
including the spirits of the Early
Race—a community of hybrid
animal-humans, with powers to

shape, transform, and create. The
/Xam believed that these beings
were the first to inhabit the earth.

Elemental forces
In /Xam myth, elements of the
natural environment were given
supernatural significance or
personified as spirits. Supernatural
figures could take the form of the
animals they shared their lands
with, such as the eland (a type of
antelope), the meerkat, and the
praying mantis. The creator
/Kaggen, who dreamed the world
into being, usually took human
form but could transform into
almost anything, most often a
praying mantis or an eland. While
he was the protector of game
animals, he would sometimes
transform himself into one in order
to be killed and feed the people.
The people of the Early Race
were regarded with awe and
respect, but not worshipped. Not
even /Kaggen the Mantis was
prayed to, although a San shaman
such as //Kabbo (see box, facing
page) might hope to intercede with
/Kaggen to ensure a successful
hunt. Because /Kaggen is a

My mother told me that the
girl [of the Early Race] put
her hands in the wood ash

and threw it into the sky, to

become the Milky Way:.
African fable

trickster, many of the myths
surrounding him and his family are
comic rather than reverent; even
the key myth of the creation of the
first eland includes a scene in
which an ineffectual /Kaggen is
beaten up by a family of meerkats.
Important elemental forces
and celestial bodies also became
characters in stories that explained
how they came to be, and why
they behave in the way that they
do. The children of the Early Race,
for example, threw the sleeping sun
up into the sky, so that the light
that shone from his armpit would
illuminate the world. It was a girl
from the Early Race who made the
stars by throwing the ashes of a fire
into the sky of the Milky Way. Rain
was not thought of as a natural
phenomenon, but as a large animal.
A fierce thunderstorm was a
rain-bull, and a gentle rain was
a rain-cow. Special people who had
the power to summon the rain,
such as //Kabbo, would make a
supernatural journey to a full

Natural phenomena such as eclipses,
possibly never before seen by any living
member of the San, might be explained
through tales passed down in their rich
oral tradition.
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A long time ago,
the baboons were little
men just like us,
but more mischievous
and quarrelsome.
African fable
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waterhole to summon a rain-cow,
and then bring it back through the
sky to the place in need of water.
There he would kill the rain-cow
so that its blood and milk fell
down as rain on the earth.

Rain was a vital necessity
in the arid desert landscape in
which the /Xam lived. It was
essential to replenish the widely
scattered waterholes that they
moved between, and which
were linked to each other by a
complex web of story and myth,
known as kukummi and similar
to the Dreamings of the Australian
Aborigines (pp.34-35).

Entering other worlds
Many aspects of the natural world
described in /Xam stories feature
the interaction of the supernatural
beings with humans—how they
have an interest in this world, and
how humans can, in turn, act to
influence and please them. All
San peoples believe that the spirit
realms are accessible, in altered
states of consciousness, to those
who have a supernatural potency,
known as /gi, imparted to humans
and animals by their creator.

The trance dance is the key
religious ritual in which the San

can use this power to access

the spirit world, via trance, and
launch their essential selves up
through the top of their heads and
into the spirit world. There, they
may plead for the lives of the sick,
and return with healing power so
that they can drive out the arrows
of disease fired by the dead from
the other world.

The /Xam offered prayers to
the moon and stars to give them
access to spiritual power, as well as
good luck in hunting. When /Xam
people entered a state of altered
consciousness, it was believed that
they were temporarily dead, and
that their hearts had become stars.
Humans and the stars were so
intimately linked that when a
person actually died, “the star
feels that our heart falls over [and]
the star falls down on account of it.
For the stars know the time at
which we die.”

After death, the links in /Xam
belief between the worlds of human
experience, of spirits, and of natural
phenomena become even more
apparent. The hair of a deceased
person was believed to transform
into clouds, which then shelter

Kabbo's dream-life

Much of the information we
have about /Xam San beliefs
comes from a man named
//Kabbo, who in the 1870s

was one of several /Xam San
released from prison into the
custody of Dr. Wilhelm Bleek,
who wished to learn their
language and study their
culture. They had been jailed for
crimes such as stealing a sheep
to feed their starving families.
//Kabbo spoke of his waterholes,
between which his family would
move in the arid desert of the
central Cape Colony, camping

Ascribing human traits to animals
—for example, the inquisitiveness of
the meerkat—is a mainstay of early
myth, around which stories are woven
about how the world came to be as it is.

humans from the heat of the sun.
Death was described in elemental
terms: the wind that exists inside
every human being was said to
blow away their footprints when
they died, making the transition
between the world of the living and
the world of the dead a decisive
one. If the footprints remained, “it
would seem as if we still lived.” m

some way from the water so as
not to frighten off the animals
that came to drink the brackish
water. Wilhelm Bleek said

of him: “This gentle old soul
appeared lost in a dream life

of his own,” and in fact the
name //Kabbo means “dream.”
The god /Kaggen was said to
have dreamed the world into
being, and //Kabbo had a
special relationship with him;
as a /Kaggen-ka 'kwi, a
“mantis’'s man” he was able to
enter a dream state to exercise
powers such as rainmaking,
healing, and hunting magic.




IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS
Ainu

WHERE
Hokkaido, Japan

BEFORE

10,000-300BcE Neolithic
Jomon people—remote
ancestors of the Ainu—
live in Hokkaido, probably
worshipping clan deities.

600-1000cE Okhotsk hunter-
gatherer people occupy coastal
Hokkaido. Some of their ritual
practices, such as bear worship,
are seen later in the Ainu.

700-1200 Okhotsk culture
blends with that of the
Satsumon to create the Ainu.

AFTER

1899-1997 The Ainu are
forced to assimilate into
Japanese culture; many Ainu
religious practices are banned.

2008 The Ainu are officially
recognized as an indigenous
people with a distinct culture.

EVEN A ROGK
» HAS A SPIRIT

ANIMISM IN EARLY SOGIETIES

Everything in the world
has a spirit.

Even human beings are
simply containers
for a spirit.

Spirits are immortal.

The most important
spirits are the gods.

Ceremonies, songs, and
offerings give the gods
status in the other world.

T e e i RN ) T S

If we treat the gods well,
they will provide us
with food.

he word Ainu means
“human being,” and
refers to the indigenous

population of Japan, now living
mainly on the island of Hokkaido.
The Ainu have close cultural ties
with other inhabitants of the north
Pacific Rim—Siberian peoples
(such as the Chukchi, Koryak, and
Yupik) and the Inuit of Canada
and Alaska. These peoples share,
in particular, an animistic view of
the world, in which every being and
object that exists has a spirit that
can act, speak, and walk by itself.
They also believe that the spiritual
and physical worlds are separated by
only a thin, permeable membrane.
The Ainu consider the body to
be simply a container for the spirit;
after death, the spirit passes out of
the mouth and nostrils, and arrives
in the next world to be reborn as a
kamuy, a word meaning both god
and spirit. When the kamuy dies in
the next world, it is reborn in this
one. It will always reincarnate in the
same species and gender—a man
will always be a man, for example.
Kamuy can be animals, plants,
minerals, geographical or natural
phenomena, or even tools and
utensils produced by humans.
Because all spirits, even those of
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An Ainu chief performs a ceremony
to honor the spirit of a slaughtered
bear as it returns to the divine world,
in a photograph taken in 1946.

inanimate objects, are considered
immortal, after death a person'’s
house may be burned to ensure
that his or her kamuy will have a
home in the other world; their tools
and implements may also be broken
(to release the spirits inside) and
buried with the body, for use again
in the next world.

The power of words

Some kamuy have roles in both

the supernatural and human worlds.
Kotan-kor-kamuy, for example, is the
creator god, but he is also the god
of the village, and may manifest

himself on earth as a long-eared owl.

Humans and kamuy have a
close relationship—so close that
kamuy have been described as
“gods you can argue with.” The
kamuy can be prayed to, using
special carved prayer sticks, but
the ritual relationship is based
more on mutual respect and correct
behavior than on worship. If
someone has angered a god by
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I also continue forever to
hover behind the humans
and always watch over
the land of the humans.
Song of the Owl God
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carelessness or disrespect, they
must conduct a ceremony to
express their remorse. If, however,
a person has treated a god with
due respect and performed all the
appropriate rituals, yet still receives
bad luck, the Ainu can ask the fire
goddess, Fuchi, to compel that god

to apologize and make recompense.

In Ainu belief, even words are
spirits, and the use of words is one
of the gifts that humans have that

Spirit-sending rituals

Hunting rituals were central to
traditional Ainu life and were
used to appease the gods who
visited earth disguised as
animals. In return for offerings
and rituals, the gods left behind
the gift of their animal bodies.
After killing and eating a
bear, the Ainu would perform
the iyomante spirit-sending
ritual. The spirit of the bear—
revered as the mountain bear

gods and things do not. Words
can be used to make bargains
with both gods and things, and
also to give pleasure to the gods.
For example, the Ainu epic songs
known as kamuy yukar, or “songs
of the gods,” are sung in the first
person, from the perspective of
kamuy rather than humans, and
it is said the kamuy take delight
in watching humans dance and
sing the songs of the gods. m

god Kimun-kamuy—was
entertained with food, wine,
dance, and song. Arrows were
fired into the air to aid Kimun-
kamuy'’s return to the divine
world, where he would invite
other gods to share the gifts of
sake, salmon, and sacred carved
willow sticks with which he

had been honored on earth.

An iwakte spirit-sending
ceremony was also held for
broken tools and objects that
had come to the end of their use.
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IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS
Sami

WHEN AND WHERE
From prehistory, Sapmi
(formerly Lapland)

AFTER

10,000 BcE Ancestors of the
Sami make rock carvings in
the European Arctic.

¢.98 ce The Roman historian
Tacitus makes the first record
of the Sami (as the Fenni).

13th century ce Catholic
missionaries introduce
Christianity, but traditional
shamanism persists.

¢.1720 ce Thomas von Westen,
Apostle of the Sami, forcefully
converts Sami to Christianity,
destroying shamanic drums
and sacred sites.

21st century Most Sami
follow the Christian faith,
but recent times have seen a
revival of Sami shamanism.

hamanism describes one
s of humankind’s oldest and

most widespread religious
practices, based on a belief in
spirits who can be influenced by
shamans. These shamans, men or
women, are believed to be special
people who possess great power
and knowledge. After entering an
altered state of consciousness, or
trance, they are able to travel to
other worlds and interact with the
spirits who live there.

Bargaining with the powerful
spirits who control these other
worlds is often a key aspect of the
shaman’s activities. For example,
the shaman often requests the
release of game animals (essential
in some traditional societies) from
the spirit world into this world,
to gain insight into the future, or
for remedies to cure the sick. In
return, the spirits may ask humans
(via the shaman, who acts as an
intermediary) to make offerings
to them or to observe certain rules
and codes of conduct.

Shamans play an important
role as healers of the sick; this role
emphasizes that their journeys are
not simply personal and private,
but are undertaken primarily to

We believe in dreams,
and we believe that people
can live a life apart from
real life, a life they can go
through in their sleep.
Nalungiagq,

a Netsilik woman

alleviate suffering and hardship
in the community. This function
is reflected in some of the (now
largely obsolete) terms that have
been used to describe shamans,
such as witchdoctors in sub-
Saharan Africa and medicine
men in North America.

In Europe, shamanism was a
dominant feature of many societies
from around 45,000 years ago up
until the modern era. The Vikings,
practiced a form of shamanic
divination known as seidr between

These other worlds are full of
spirits, too, as both humans and
animals have undying souls.

In worlds we cannot see, powerful
supernatural beings control the
supply of game and the weather.

These people can enlist the help of
the spirits to ask for game or good weather
for us, or cure us when we are ill.

There are some special people who can
visit the worlds in which these spirits live.
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the 8th and 11th centuries; and
shamanic elements appear in the
medieval myths of the Norse god
Odin, who hanged himself in an
initiation sacrifice on the World
Tree (“the axis of the universe”).
In the 16th and 17th centuries,
shamanic traces were evident in
the Benandanti spirit-battlers (an
agrarian fertility cult) of Friuli,
Italy, and in the night-flying seely
wights (fairylike nature spirits) of
Scotland. In more recent times, the
mazzeri dream-hunters of Corsica
show clear shamanic influence.

Sami shamans

The longest recorded history of
shamanism in Europe, however,

is in northern Scandinavia, in the
area now known as Sapmi (formerly
Lapland). Here the Sami people,

semi-nomadic reindeer herders and
coastal fishers, maintained a fully
shamanic religion into the early
18th century, which has been
partially revived in recent decades.
Their religion can be reconstructed
from historical sources as well as

Mankind does not end
its existence because
sickness or some other
accident Kkills its animal
spirit down here on
earth. We live on.
Nalungiaq, a Netsilik
woman

from close comparison with related
cultures in North Asia and the
American Arctic.

Sami shamans, or noaidi, could
inherit their calling or be chosen
directly by the spirits. In some
other cultures, those chosen to
be shamans often experienced a
period of intense illness and stress,
as well as visionary episodes in
which they might be killed and
then brought back to life.

Sami shamans had helping
spirits in the form of animals, such
as wolves, bears, reindeer, or fish,
whom they imitated when entering
a trance. Shamans are often said to
become the animal they imitate;
this occurs through a process of
interior transformation rather than
by visible, exterior change.

Three things helped the Sami
shaman enter a trance. The first
was intense physical deprivation,
often achieved by working naked

in the freezing Arctic temperatures.

The second was the rhythmic beat
of the sacred rune drum (among
similar peoples, such as the Yakut
and Buryat, the drum is called

The Sami shaman’s drum was
used to make contact with the spirit
world. Some of these drums survive,
although many were burned by
Christian missionaries.

the shaman's horse); the drum was
decorated with images of the world
of the gods above, the world of the
dead below, and the world
inhabited by humans (the earth)—
the three realms connected by
the World Tree. The third way the
shaman was helped to enter a
trance was through the ingestion
of the psychotropic (mind-altering)
fly agaric mushroom (Amanita
muscaria). After taking the
mushroom, the shaman would
fall into a trance and become rigid
and immobile, as if dead. During
this process, male Sami guarded
the shaman, while the women
sang songs about the tasks to be
performed in the upper or lower
realms, and songs to help the
shaman find his or her way home.
Stories are told of Sami
shamans who never returned
from the other world, often »
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In some Arctic cultures, animals are believed
to have spirit guardians who protect them and
ensure their well-being. Shamans have the power
to negotiate with these guardians, on behalf of
human beings, for the release of animals from

the spirit world into the human world for

hunting and fishing.

because those responsible for
waking them with a spell had
forgotten the magic words. One
shaman was said to have been

lost for three years, until the person
acting as his guardian remembered
that his soul needed to be recalled
from “the coil of the pike's intestine,
in the third dark corner.” When the
relevant words were spoken, the
shaman’s legs trembled, and he
awoke, cursing his guardian.

Communicating with

the spirits

Sami shamans were believed to

fly to a mountain at the center of
the world (the cosmic axis) before
entering the spirit world, either
above or below the mountain. They
might typically ride on a fish spirit,

be guided by a bird spirit, and
protected by a reindeer spirit.

A journey to the upper world

of Saivo would be undertaken

in order to plead for game or for
help of some other kind; a journey
to the underworld of Jabmeaymo
would be made to fetch back the
soul of a sick person. This could
only be done after the mistress of
the underworld had been placated
with offerings. The shamans were
able to communicate with the
spirits in the upper and lower
worlds because their shamanic
training involved learning the
secret language of the spirits.

The Netsilingmiut (Netsilik
Inuit) shamans—an Arctic culture,
from present-day Canada (west of
Hudson Bay)—had similar religious

beliefs to the Sami. As well as
subduing storms and acting
as healers, they also mediated
between the human world and the
spirits of the earth, air, and sea. A
shamanic seance was always held
in subdued light, in a snow hut or
a tent. The shaman would summon
his helping spirits by singing
special songs. After falling into a
trance, he would speak in a voice
that was not his own—most often
in a deep, resonant bass, but
sometimes in a shrill falsetto.
While in this trance state, the
shaman could send his soul up into
the sky to visit Tatqiq, the moon
man, who was thought to bring
fertility to women and good luck
in hunting. If he was pleased with
the offerings the shamans made
to him, he would reward them
with animals. When the moon was
not visible in the sky, the Netsilik
believed that he had gone hunting
for animals to feed the dead.

Into the sky, under the sea
According to one Netsilik account,
one day the great shaman Kukiag
was trying to catch seals from a
breathing hole in the ice. He gazed

66

Everything comes from
Nuliayuk—food and clothes,
hunger and bad hunting,
abundance or lack of caribou,
seals, meat, and blubber.
Nalungiaq,

a Netsilik woman
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Some Inuit in Gojahaven, northern
Canada, have maintained a belief in
shamans, who are thought to have a
special relationship with the landscape
and with the spirits who control it.

upward and realized that the moon
was gradually moving toward him.
It hovered above his head and
transformed into a whalebone
sledge. The driver, Tatqiq, gestured
to Kukiaqg to join him, and whisked
him off to his house in the sky.

The entrance of the house moved
like a chewing mouth, and in one
of the rooms the sun was nursing
a baby. Although the moon asked
Kukiaq to stay, he was anxious he
would not be able to find his way
home. So he slid back to earth on

a moonbeam, landing safely at

the very same breathing hole

he had left from.

Sometimes, however, the
Netsilik shamans would send their
souls down to visit Nuliayuk (also
known as Sedna), the mistress of
sea and land animals, at the bottom
of the ocean. Nuliayuk possessed

the power to either withhold or
release the seals on which the
Netsilik depended for food and
clothing. She therefore had great
influence over them. When the
Netsilik broke any of her strict
taboos, she would imprison the
seals. However, if the shamans
ventured down to her watery
underworld to braid her hair, she
was usually appeased and would
release the seals into the open sea.
The shamanic tradition of the
Netsiliks lasted into the 1930s
and 1940s. Within the Netsilik
community, only the shamans
(or angatkut)—who were protected
by their own guardian spirits—
were unafraid of the dangerous
and malevolent spirits that filled
the world. A Netsilik shaman might
have several helping spirits. For
example, the spirits of the shaman
Unaraluk were his dead mother
and father, the sun, a dog, and
a sea scorpion. These spirits
informed Unaraluk about what
existed on, and beneath, the
earth, and in the sea and sky. m
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Au’s mysterious
shamanic illumination

The following account of
shamanic illumination was
given to the Danish explorer
Knud Rasmussen by Au,

an Iglulik Inuit shaman.

Au recalled a period in his
life when he sought solitude,
was deeply melancholic,

and would sometimes weep
uncontrollably. Then, one
day, a feeling of immense,
inexplicable joy overcame
him. He explained that in
the middle of this fit of pure
delight, “I became a shaman,
not knowing myself how it
came about. But I was a
shaman.” Thereafter, Au
could see and hear in a
completely different way:

“I had gained my quamaneq,
my enlightenment...it was
not only I who could see
through the darkness of life,
but the same light also shone
out from me, imperceptible to
human beings, but visible to
all the spirits of earth and
sky and sea, and these now
came to me and became my
helping spirits.”

[

Knud Rasmussen (1879-1933)
spent many years documenting
the culture of Arctic peoples
during his journeys of exploration.




IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS
Baiga

WHEN AND WHERE

From 3000scge, Mandla
Hills, southeastern Madhya
Pradesh, central India

BEFORE

From prehistory The Baiga
are thought to share a
common ancestry with the
Australian Aborigines.

AFTER

Mid-19th century British
forest officials restrict sacred
bewar agriculture. Food
shortages follow; the Baigas
say that the Kali Yuga, the
age of darkness, has begun.

1890 A reserve that
surrounds eight Baiga
villages is demarcated
where bewar is permitted.

1978 A Baiga development
agency is established.

1990s More than 300,000
Baiga live in central India.

WHY ARE
WE HERE?

GREATED FOR A PURPOSE

T he Baiga are one of the
indigenous tribal peoples
of central India, collectively
known as the Adivasis. The Baigas,
who call themselves the sons and
daughters of Dharti Mata, Mother
Earth, believe that they were
created to be the guardians of

the forest—a task they have carried
out since the beginning of time.

In their belief, Bhagavan, the
creator, spread the world out flat
like a chapati, but it flapped about
and would not stay still. The first
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You are made of the
earth and are lord of the earth,
and shall never forsake it.
You must guard the earth.
Bhagavan the Creator
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man, Nanga Baiga, and the first
woman, Nanga Baigin, who were
born in the forest from Mother
Earth, took four great nails and
drove them into the four corners of
the earth to steady it. Bhagavan
told them that they should take
care of the earth to keep the nails
in place, promising them a simple
but contented life in return.

The Baiga followed the example
of Nanga Baiga, hunting freely
in the forest and considering
themselves lords of the animals.
Believing it wrong to tear the body
of Mother Earth with a plow,
they practiced a form of slash-and-
burn agriculture known as bewar
(although always leaving the stump
of a saj tree for the gods to dwell
in), moving every three years to
a new patch of forest. However,
19th-century British officials
opposed the Baiga's methods,
forcing them to abandon their
traditional axe-and-hoe cultivation
and take up the hated plow. They
were permitted to practice bewar
only in the reservation of Baiga
Chak in the Mandla Hills. m

See also: The Dreaming 34-35 = A lifelong bond with the gods 39

= Renewing life through ritual 51




IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS
Maori

WHEN AND WHERE
From prehistory,
New Zealand

BEFORE

2nd and 3rd millennia BCE
Ancestors of the Polynesian
people spread across the
Pacific Ocean, possibly from
origins in Asia. Their ritual
practices and mythology
develop independently but
retain parallels across this
vast region.

Before 1300 cE The Maori
people settle in New Zealand.

AFTER

Early 19th century European
settlement begins. Some Maori

convert to Christianity.

1840 The Treaty of Waitangi
formalizes relations between
whites and Maori.

Today Around 620,000 Maori
are resident in New Zealand.

WHY DO
WE DIE?

THE ORIGIN OF DEATH

ccording to Maori belief,
death did not exist at the
beginning of the world but

was brought into being following
an act of incest. In one version

of the Maori myth, the forest

god Tane grew up between and
separated his parents—Rangi,

the sky god, and Papa, the earth
goddess—because they forced him
to live in darkness. He then asked
his mother to marry him, but when
Papa explained that this could not
be, Tane shaped a woman from
mud and mated with her.

The result of this union was
a beautiful child—Hine-titama.
She became Tane's wife, unaware
that he was also her father. One
day, however, she discovered
the terrible truth, and descended
in shame to the darkness of Po,
the underworld; it was from this
moment that humankind’'s descent
to the realm of death began.

When Tane visited his wife, she
told him, “Stay in the world of light,
and foster our offspring. Let me
stay in the world of darkness, and
drag our offspring down.” She then

The trees, plants, and creatures

of the forest were believed by the Maori
to be offspring of Tane, the forest god.
Before felling a tree they therefore
made an offering to the spirits.

became known as Hine-nui-te-po,
the goddess of darkness and
death. In an attempt to overturn
the course of events and regain
immortality on behalf of human
beings, the trickster hero Maui
raped Hine-nui-te-po as she slept,
believing that after this act she
would die, and that death would
also cease to exist. But Hine-nui-
te-po awoke during the attack and
squeezed Maui to death with her
thighs, thereby ensuring that
mortality would remain in the
world forever. m

See also: Preparing for the afterlife 58-59 = Living the Way of the

Gods 82-85




IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS
Australian Aborigines

WHEN AND WHERE
From prehistory, Australia

AFTER

80003BcE The date ascribed
to certain changes to the
Australian landscape in
Aboriginal oral tradition;
this has been supported

by geological evidence.

4000-2000BcE Aboriginal
rock art depicts the ancestral
beings of the Dreaming; some
experts estimate the earliest
portrayals of the Rainbow
Serpent to be even older, dating
them to some 8,000 years ago.

1872 Uluru is first seen by

a non-Aborigine, Ernest Giles,
who called it “the remarkable
pebble.” European settlers give
it the name Ayers Rock in 1873.

1985 The ownership of Uluru
is returned to the Pitjantjatjara
and Yankunytjatjara peoples.

ETERNITY

IS NOW

THE DREAMING

In the Dreaming, the ancestral beings shaped the land.

W

They embedded their spiritual power within the land.

YV

The land is alive with this power.

N %

_*

The power of the Dreaming is eternal and ever-present.

v

We can access that power and enter the eternal Now.

PSR

tradition, the time of the

creation was once called the
Dreamtime, but is now referred to
as the Dreaming. This term better
captures the crucial element of
Aboriginal faith—that the creation is
continuous and ongoing, existing in
the real, eternal present, as opposed
to the remote past. It also accords

I n the Australian Aboriginal

with the Aboriginal belief that the
Dreaming can be accessed through
acts of ritual, song, dance, and
storytelling, and through physical
things such as sacred objects, or
paintings on sand, rock, bark, the
human body, and even canvas.
Myths of the Dreaming, called
Dreamings, tell of the ancestral
beings, who are known as the
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Uluru holds great spiritual power,
according to Aboriginal tradition. It

is said to be the heart of the ancestral
beings’ Songlines, whose signs may
still be seen in the great rock’s features.

First People or “the eternal ones
of the dream,” and their role in
creation. Aboriginal tradition

tells how these beings awake in a
primal world that is still malleable
and in a state of becoming. They
journey across the land, leaving
sacred paths known as Songlines,
or Dreaming tracks, in their wake.
As they go, they shape human
beings, animals, plants, and the
landscape, establishing rituals,
defining the relationships between
things, and changing shape back

We say djang...
That secret place. ..
Dreaming there.
Gagudju elder
Big Bill Neidjie

and forth from animal to human
forms. Finally they transform
themselves into features of the
environment including stars,
rocks, watering holes, and trees.

The living land
Dreamings are thus intimately
tied to natural features such as hills,
rocks, and creeks, as well as the
Songlines themselves. Aboriginal
peoples revere the topography of
Australia as sacred because it offers
evidence both of their spiritual
ancestors’ wanderings, and of their
bodies. The Gunwinggu tribe
describes the land as being infused
with the ancestral beings’ djang
(spiritual power): it is this that
gives it its life and its holy power.
This sacred topography
converges on Uluru, a sandstone
rock formation in the Northern
Territory, the center from which
all the Songlines are said to radiate.
Uluru is venerated as a great
storehouse of djang, the navel
of the living body of Australia.
Aborigines consider the land
to be both their inheritance and
responsibility, and so they nurture
it, and the Dreamings accordingly.
While they may be mortal, the
djang of their ancestral beings lives
forever, and is forever in the now. m

The origin of Uluru

According to one legend,
before the Uluru rock existed,
the Kunia, or carpet-snake
people, lived there. To the west
lived the Windulka, or mulga-
seed men, who invited the
Kunia to a ceremony. The Kunia
men set out, but, after stopping
at the Uluru waterhole, they
met some Metalungana, or
sleepy-lizard women, and
forgot about the invitation.

The Windulka sent the bell
bird Panpanpalana to find the
Kunia. The Kunia men told the
bird they could no longer
attend since they had just
gotten married. Affronted, the
Windulka asked their friends
the Liru, the poisonous-snake
people, to attack the Kunia.
During a furious battle, the Liru
overcame the Kunia, who
surrounded their dying leader,
Ungata, and sang themselves
to death. During the battle,
Uluru was formed. Three rock
holes high on Uluru mark the
place Ungata bled to death,
and the water that spills from
them is Ungata's blood. It flows
down to fill the pool of the
Rainbow Serpent, Wanambi.




OUR ANGESTORS
WILL GUIDE US

THE SPIRITS OF THE DEAD LIVE ON

(AN

IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS
Quechua Indians

WHEN AND WHERE
From prehistory, central
Andes, South America

AFTER

From 6000 Bck Aylly,

or extended communities,
develop in the Andes.

3800 BcE Corpses are
mummified and revered
as sacred objects.

¢.1200cE The Inca Empire
is established.

1438 The Inca Empire expands
across the central Andes,
reaching its peak in 1532.

1534 The Empire collapses
after the Spanish Conquest.

21st century Catholicism
has been institutionalized
across this region since the
colonial era; however, most
present-day Quechua blend
elements of Christianity with
their traditional beliefs.

We inherited the land
from our ancestors.

If we do this, the land
will feed us and the
ancestors will guide us.

The spirits of the
ancestors are enshrined
in the land.

Both the ancestors and
the land must be fed
with blood and fat.

he religion of the Andean
Thighlands can be said to

be, in essence, a cult of the
dead. This tradition of reverence
for the ancestors stretches back to
long before the short-lived empire
of the Incas—the culture for which
the region is best known—and
has lasted to the present day.

Just one of many Quechua-

speaking Andean peoples, the
Incas rose to dominate much of
modern-day Peru, Ecuador, and
Chile, and parts of Bolivia and
Argentina in the 13th century. As
they extended their empire, they
imposed a culture that in many

ways resembled that of the Aztecs
of Mesoamerica (pp.40—45), who
were their contemporaries. It
revolved around worship of their
own supreme deity, the sun god.

However, beyond the Inca
capital of Cuzco, with its priests,
rituals, and golden artifacts, the
common people, whom the Incas
called the Hatun Runa, persisted
with a cult of ancestor worship
and earth worship that dated back
to prehistoric times. This survived
the mighty Inca Empire when, in
the 16th century, it was utterly
destroyed by Spanish conquistadors
led by Francisco Pizarro.
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People of the mountains
Since before recorded time, Andean
peoples have organized themselves
into ayllus, extended family groups
or clans, each attached to a specific
territory. Within these groups, they
worked the land, shared resources,
and worshipped at their huacas, or
animistic earth shrines. The focus
of worship was to pray to the earth
to feed them—vital assistance in a
mountainous region where farming
was a harsh and laborious process.
Running parallel to their entreaties
to the earth was a belief that, just
as the land had nurtured their
ancestors, it would, with the
intercession of those departed
spirits, continue to nourish them.
Each ayllu mummified and
worshipped the bodies of its dead,
believing that the ancestors would
help maintain the cosmic order and
ensure the fertility of the land
and the animals. The bodies were
wrapped in weavings and placed
in rock mummy shrines (chullpa
machulas) facing the mountaintop.
Once desiccated by the freezing,
dry air, the mummies would be

The dead visit us
and assist us in
our work. They provide
many blessings.
Marcelino,
Kaatan elder

paraded around the fields during
rituals to make the crops grow.
Meanwhile, priests or diviners

at the huacas and grave shrines
offered up coca leaves, blood, and
fat, believing that if the spirits of the
land and the ancestors were fed,
they would in turn feed the people.

An enduring power

In the 17th century, Christian
missionaries burned many Andean
mummies to quash what they saw
as pagan beliefs. However, some
mummies have survived, and the
modern Quechua believe them to
be the first beings or ancient ones.
The chullpa machulas, now just
niches in the rocks, remain sacred
shrines at which contemporary
diviners still sprinkle blood and fat,
believing this to infuse the sites
with life and energy. Some groups,
such as the Qollahuayos Indians
(see box, below) may burn coca
leaves there, wrapped in bundles of
llama wool. The graves are believed
to retain their power, even without
the mummies that once occupied
them. The Feast of the Dead, on

A mountain and a god

The Kaata of modern Bolivia,
who live northeast of Lake
Titicaca, form one of nine ayllus
of the Qollahuayas Indians.
The Kaata have a historic
reputation as fortune-telling
soothsayers; in the 15th century,
Kaatan diviners carried the
chair of the Inca emperor, an
honored task. The power of
these Qollahuaya ritualists

was thought to derive from the
graves of their ancestors on
Mount Kaata. In addition to

An Inca mummy of a girl who died
five hundred years ago is still preserved;
the ancestors are revered and have a
central role among Andean peoples.

November 2—marking the end of
the dry season and the beginning
of the rains, when crops can be
planted—remains a focus of the
Andean year, when the dead are
ritually invited to revisit the living,
and to take a share of the harvest. m

the ancestral graves on the
mountain, Mount Kaata itself
is venerated as if it were a
human being—a kind of super-
ancestor—and is also ascribed
physical human attributes. The
highlands are regarded as the
head, with grasses as hair, a
cave for a mouth, and lakes for
eyes; the middle region is the
torso, with heart and bowels
identified; and a pair of ridges
on the lowest reaches are the
legs. The mountain is a living
being that gives the Kaata both
sustenance and guidance.




IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS
Chewong

WHEN AND WHERE
From 3000&BcE,
Peninsular Malaysia

BEFORE
From prehistory The
Chewong are one of the 18

indigenous tribes of Peninsular
Malaysia collectively known as

the Orang Asli—the “original
people”. Each tribe has its
own language and culture.

AFTER

1930s Europeans first
encounter the Chewong;
contact with Chinese and
other Malay ethnic groups is
also very restricted until this
time because of the tribe’s
remote forest location.

From 1950s Chewong come
under pressure to assimilate
themselves into mainstream
Malay society and convert to
Islam; many choose to retain
their traditional practices.

WE SHOULD
BE GOOD

LIVING IN HARMONY

ost societies have
developed a system
of morality based

on an appeal to notions of human
goodness, reinforced by sanctions

from religious and social authorites.

Very few cultures have existed
where ideas such as crime and
warfare are unknown, but the few
that have been found have been
tribal peoples eking out a hunter-

gatherer existence in the rainforest.

One such tribe is the Chewong of
Peninsular Malaysia, whose first
contact with Europeans was in
the 1930s. They now number
around 350 people.

The Chewong are nonviolent
and noncompetitive; their
language has no words for war,
fight, crime, or punishment. They
believe the first human beings
were taught the right way to live
by their culture hero Yinlugen Bud
—a forest spirit who existed before
the first humans. Yinlugen Bud
gave the Chewong their most
important rule, maro, which
specifies that food must always
be shared. To eat alone is regarded

as both dangerous and wrong.
Only by looking after the entire
population in a spirit of fairness
and sharing can the group hope

to survive. The Chewong believe
that violation of their moral code—
by not sharing food, by showing
anger at misfortune, by expressing
anticipation of pleasure, or by
nursing ungratified desires—will
have supernatural repercussions
such as illness, or physical or
psychic attack, either by a tiger,
snake, or poisonous millipede, or
the ruwai or soul of the animal. m

66

Human beings should
never eat alone. You must
always share with others.

Yinlugen Bud

99

See also: Created for a purpose 32 = The burden of observance 50

= The Five Great Vows 68-71




IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS
Warao

WHEN AND WHERE
From 6000BcE, the Orinoco
Delta, Venezuela

BEFORE

From prehistory The
Warao are one of the largest
indigenous groups in the
Latin American lowland.

AFTER

16th century Europeans

first encounter the Warao

and compare their settlements
with similar structures in
Venice, giving Venezuela
(“little Venice” in Spanish)

its name.

From 1960s Environmental
degredation in the region
affects local fisheries and
displaces tribespeople

to the cities; some are
converted to Catholicism.

2001 More than 36,000 Warao
people are registered as living
in the Orinoco Delta area.
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EVERYTHING
IS GONNEGTED

A LIFELONG BOND WITH THE GODS

I iving in the environment
of the Orinoco Delta, where
the land is divided into
countless islands by a network
of waterways, the Warao tribe see
the world as flat—the earth is just
a narrow crust between water and
sky. They believe that Hahuba, the
Snake of Being—the grandmother
of all living things—is coiled
around the earth, and that her
breathing is the motion of the
tides. Their various gods, known
as the Ancient Ones, live on sacred
mountains at the four corners of
the earth, with the Warao living
at its very center. In villages under
the particular protection of one
of the gods, the temple hut also
contains a sacred rock in which
the god dwells.

Divine dependence

The Warao gods depend on humans
to nourish them with offerings,
especially tobacco smoke; in return,
the Warao depend on the gods for
health and life. This lifelong bond
with the gods is established as
soon as a baby is born. The child’s

In Warao myth, the Bird of Beautiful
Plumage is believed to provide
supernatural protection to children.

A child that dies is said to be claimed
as food by spirits of the underworld.

first cry is said to carry across the
world to the mountain of Ariawara,
the God of Origin, in the east; in
return, the god sends back a cry of
welcome. Soon after a baby is born,
Hahuba, the Snake of Being, sends
a balmy breeze to the village, to
embrace the new arrival. From that
point on, the baby becomes part

of the complex balance between
natural and supernatural that
forms the web of Warao daily life. m

See also: The Dreaming 34-35 = The spirits of the dead live on 36-37
= Symbolism made real 46—47 = Man and the cosmos 48-49










42 SACRIFICE AND BLOOD OFFERINGS

IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS
Aztec, Mayan, and other
Mesoamerican peoples

WHEN AND WHERE
3rd-15th centuryce,
Mexico

BEFORE

From 10008cE The Mayan
civilization begins its slow rise,
reaching its peak—the Classic
Mayan period—between the
3rd and 10th centuryck.

From 12th centuryce The
Aztec empire is established.

AFTER

1519cE The Aztecs, whose
population numbers 2025
million, are overthrown by
Spanish forces under the
conquistador Herndn Cortés.

1600 cE Forced conversion to
Catholicism and exposure

to European diseases destroy
the Aztec civilization and
reduce the population to
around one million.

he sacrifice of animals
and humans has been a
feature of many religious

traditions around the world, but
the idea of ritual sacrifice was
particularly important to societies
in the ancient civilizations of
Mesoamerica, notably the Mayans
and the Aztecs.

The Mesoamerican peoples
inhabited the area from present-
day central Mexico through to
Nicaragua. The Mayan civilization
(which peaked ¢.250 cE—900cE)
preceded and then coincided
with the Aztec civilization,
which reached its height around
1300-1400cE. Aztec culture
drew on the Mayan tradition, and
the two peoples had several deities
in common; they went by different
names but shared characteristics.

A reciprocal gift of blood
The Mesoamerican cultures
believed that blood sacrifice to
their gods was essential to ensure
the survival of their worlds, in

a tradition of ritual bloodletting
that dated back to the first

major civilization in Mexico—that
of the Olmecs, which flourished
between 1500 and 400 BcE. In

legends, the gods themselves

had made tremendous sacrifices in
forming the world, which included
shedding their own blood to
create humankind; therefore they
desired similar sacrifices of

blood from humanity in return.

Sacrifice and creation
The power of blood and the
necessity of sacrifice are central
to the Aztec creation myth. The
Aztecs believed that the gods
had created and destroyed four
earlier eras, or suns, and that
after the destruction of the fourth
sun by flood, the god of the wind,
Quetzalcoatl, and his trickster
brother, Tezcatlipoca, tore the
goddess (or god in some versions)
Tlaltecuhtli in half to make a new
heaven and earth. From her body
grew everything necessary for the
life of humankind—trees, flowers,
grass, fountains, wells, valleys,
and mountains. All this caused
the goddess terrible agony, and
she howled through the night
demanding the sacrifice of
human hearts to sustain her.
Further cosmic acts of creation
followed, all requiring sacrifice or
blood offerings. One relief shows

To create us, the gods
shed their blood.

To create the sun,
the gods sacrificed
their hearts.

The gods call out for blood. |

If we give it to them, they
will not allow this world

to be destroyed.

Without blood and
sun there can be no life.

We owe the gods
a debt of blood.
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the first stars being born from
blood flowing from Quetzalcoatl's
tongue after he had pierced it.
Most notably, the creation of the
fifth sun required one of the gods to
cast himself into a funeral pyre.
Two gods, Tecuciztecatl and
Nanahuatzin, vied for the honor,
both immolating themselves;
Nanahuatzin became the sun and
Tecuciztecatl the moon. The other
gods then offered their hearts in
order to make the new sun move
across the sky (the offering of
hearts is a recurring theme in
Mesoamerican myth and ritual).

Humanity's gruesome debt
Both the Mayans and the Aztecs
were bound to their gods by a blood
debt from these acts of creation that
could never be repaid. After
Quetzalcoatl descended to the

underworld and retrieved the bones
of former humans (remains from the
four previous eras), the gods ground
them into a fine meal flour. They
let their own blood drip onto the
flour to animate it and created
a new race of people—people
whose hearts could in turn satisfy
the gods’ own need for blood.
In Mesoamerican myth,
each period of b2 years was seen
as a cycle, the end of which could
spell the end of the world. Human
sacrifice could be used to appease
the gods and persuade them not
to bring an end to the present
age—that of the fifth sun. The
Mayans believed that blood
sacrifice was necessary for the sun
to rise in the sky every morning.
The Aztecs’ sun god,
Huitzilopochtli, was locked in
an ongoing struggle with darkness

You have yet
to take care of bleeding
your ears and passing a
cord through your elbows.
You must worship. This
is your way of giving
thanks before your god.
Tohil, Maya god

Victims of Aztec human sacrifice
were typically prisoners of war, and,
when in combat, Aztec warriors sought
to capture rather than kill in order to
ensure plentiful offerings for the gods.

and needed to be fortified by
blood in order for the sun to
continue in its cycle. Thus
the continued existence of
the Mesoamerican world was
seen as extremely tenuous, and
in need of constant support
through acts of sacrifice.
Bloodletting for the gods
took two forms: autosacrifice
(self-inflicted bloodletting) and
human sacrifice. Both Mayans and
Aztecs took part in autosacrifice.
Mesoamerican nobles had what
was seen as the privilege and
responsibility to shed their own
blood for the gods. This involved
piercing their flesh with stingray
spines, obsidian knives, and, most
often, with the sharp spines of the
maguey (agave) plant. Blood was
drawn from the ear, shin, knee, elbow,
tongue, or foreskin. Autosacrifice »
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And this goddess
cried many times in
the night desiring the
hearts of men to eat.
Saying of Aztec
goddess Tlaltecuhtli

And when his
festival was celebrated,
captives were slain, washed
slaves were slain.
Aztec hymn to
Huitzilopochtli

dates back to the Olmec people
and continued after the Spanish
Conquest of Mexico in 1519. Both
men and women of the Mayan
nobility took part—the men
drawing blood from their foreskins,
women from their tongues. They
collected their offerings on strips
of bark paper, which were then
burned; through the smoke from
these offerings, they communicated
with their ancestors and the gods.

Sacrificial rites
Human sacrifice was far more
common among the Aztec than
the Mayans, who performed it only
in special circumstances, such as
the consecration of a new temple.
Aztec sacrifice usually involved
cutting the victim's heart from his
body. The heart was believed to be
a fragment of the sun’s energy—so
removing the heart was a means of
returning the energy to its source.
The victim was typically held by
four priests over a stone slab in the
temple, while a fifth cut the heart
from the body with an obsidian
knife, and offered it, still beating,
to the gods in a vessel called a
cuauhxicalli, an eagle gourd.
After the removal of the heart,

the body was rolled down the stairs
of the pyramid-shaped temple to
the stone terrace at the base. The
victim’s head was removed and
the arms and legs might also be
cut off. Skulls were displayed on
a skull rack. Depending on the
particular god being honored

in the sacrifice, victims might be
slain in ritual combat, drowned,
shot with arrows, or flayed.

The scale of sacrifice sometimes
reached immense proportions: for
example, at the rededication of the
Aztec temple of Huitzilopochtli, at
Tenochtitlan, in 1487, around 80,400
victims were said to have been
sacrificed to the god, their clotted
blood forming great pools in the
temple precinct. Even if a more
modest estimate of 20,000 victims
is accepted, this was still slaughter
on a vast scale.

The Aztec ritual year was
marked by sacrifices to various
gods and goddesses. Although the
gods could also be propitiated with

Descendants of the Mayans, the
Tzotzil people were put to work on the
Spanish colonists’ estates, and fused
their own beliefs with Christian forms
of worship in a syncretic religion.

smoke from incense and tobacco,
and with food and precious objects,
blood was what they really craved.

Rituals and the calendar
The Mesoamerican year lasted
260 days, a calendar observed by
both the Mayans and the Aztecs.
At the end of each year in Aztec
society, a man representing
Mictlantecuhtli, the god of the
underworld, was sacrificed in
the temple named Tlalxicco, “the
navel of the world.” It is thought
that the victim was then eaten
by the priests. Just as human
flesh sustained the gods, so by
consuming a god (embodied in
the sacrificial victim) a form of
communion could be enacted.
Less high-ranking celebrants

ate figures made from dough,
into which sacrificial blood

was mixed. To break apart and
consume these dough figures,
known as tzoalli, was also to
commune with the gods.

Such reenactment of the
myths of the gods was a feature of
Aztec belief and of annual rituals.
During the main festival of Xipe




Totec, the flayed deity, a priest
impersonating the god donned

the flayed skin of a sacrificed
captive. As the skin tightened

and tore away, the impersonator
emerged like a fresh shoot growing
from the rotting husk of a seed,
representing growth and renewal.
Other Aztec sacrifices honor the
importance of corn, their staple
food. Every year, a young girl
representing Chicomecoatl, the
maize goddess, was sacrificed at
harvest time. She was decapitated,
her blood poured over a statue of
the goddess, and her skin worn

by a priest.

Conquest and absorption
When Spanish invader Hernan
Cortés and his conquistadors
landed in Mexico in 1519, the
Aztecs are believed to have
mistaken him for the returning
god Quetzalcoatl, partly because
Cortés’ hat resembled the god’s
distinctive headgear. They sent
the Spaniard corn cakes soaked in
human blood, but their offering
failed to appease the “god,” and
the Aztec civilization, just four
centuries old when Cortés landed,
was destroyed by the Spanish.

This Aztec stone sun calendar
places a depiction of the sun
within a ring of glyphs representing
measures of time, reflecting the
Aztec preoccupation with the sun.

In contrast, the Mayan culture did
not suffer the same annihilation,
possibly because the Mayans were
more widely dispersed. In southern
Mexico, even today the Tzotzil
people, descendants of the
Mayans, retain many elements of
the old culture and religion,
including the 260-day calendar.
The Tzotzil religion is a blend of
Catholicism and traditional Mayan
beliefs. The people’s homeland,
in the highlands of Chiapas in
southern Mexico, is dotted with
wooden crosses. These do not just
reference the Christian crucifix,
but are thought to be channels
of communication with Yajval
Balamil, the lord of the earth, a
powerful god who must be placated
before any work can be done on
the land. In their adaptation of the
ancient beliefs, the Tzotzil people
associate the sun with the
Christian God and the moon with
the Virgin Mary, and also worship
carvings of Christian saints. m
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Tzotzil souls

The Tzotzil religion blends
Catholicism with some
non-Christian beliefs. The
Tzotzil people maintain that
everyone has two souls, a
wayjel and a ch’ulel. The
ch’ulel is an inner soul that
is situated in the heart and
blood. It is placed in the
unborn embryo by the gods.
At death, this soul travels to
Katibak, the land of the dead
at the center of the earth. It
stays in Katibak for as long as
the deceased person had lived;
but it lives its life in reverse,
gradually returning to infancy,
until it can be assigned to a
new baby of the opposite sex.
The second soul, the
wayjel, is an animal spirit
companion that is shared
with a wild animal, or chanul,
and kept in an enclosure by
the ancestral Tzotzil gods.
The human and the animal
spirit have a shared fate—so
whatever befalls the human
is replicated in the animal
spirit and vice-versa. The
animal spirits include jaguars,
ocelots, coyotes, squirrels,
and opossums.

At this feast [to Xipe Totec]
they killed all the prisoners,
men, women, and children.
Bernadino de Sahagun,
General History of the
Things of New Spain




IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS
Pawnee

WHEN AND WHERE
From c.1250cE, Great
Plains, US

AFTER

1875 The Pawnee are relocated
from their lands in Nebraska to
a new reservation in Oklahoma.

1891-92 Many Pawnee adopt
the new Ghost Dance religion,
which promises resurrection for
their ancestors.

1900 The US census records a
Pawnee population of just 633;
over the next four decades,
traditional Pawnee religious
practices dwindle and die out.

20th century The Pawnee
Nation is mainly Christian, its
people belonging to the Indian
Methodist, Indian Baptist,

or Full Gospel Church. Some
Pawnee are members of the
Native American Church.

WE GAN BUILD
A SAGRED SPAGE

SYMBOLISM MADE REAL

The world and we ourselves
were created by Tirawahat,
the expanse of the heavens.
He told us the earth is
our mother, the sky is
our father.

If we make our lodges to

encircle the earth and

encompass the sky, we
invite our mother and
father to live with us.

If we open our lodges to the
east, Tirawahat can enter with
the dawning sun. Our lodges

are a miniature version

of the cosmos.

he first sacred spaces
of early religions were
naturally occurring ones—

groves, springs, and caves. However,
as worship became more ritualized,
the need to define holy places
arose, and buildings designed

for worship encoded the essential
features of each religion.

On the other hand, buildings
used for everyday activities often
took on cosmic significance in
cultures in which religious and
daily life were intertwined. This
was true of the earth lodges, or
ceremonial centers, of the Pawnee,
one of the Native American
nations of the Great Plains. The
Pawnee earth lodge had a sacred
architecture, making each lodge
a miniature cosmos as Tirawahat,
the creator god and chief of all the
gods, had prescribed at the
beginning of time, after he had
made the heavens and earth and
brought the first humans into
being (see box, facing page).

Four posts held up each earth
lodge, one at each corner. These
represented four gods, the Stars of
the Four Directions, who hold up the
heavens in the northeast, northwest,
southwest, and southeast. The
Pawnee believed that stars had
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See also: Making sense of the world 2023 = Man and the cosmos 48—-49 = Living the Way of the Gods 82—-85

helped Tirawahat create them, and
that at the world’s end, the Pawnee
would become stars.

The entrance to the earth lodge
would be in the east, allowing the
light of the dawn to enter. A hearth
would be positioned in the center
of the lodge, and a small altar of
mounded earth in the back (the
west). A buffalo skull would be
displayed on the altar, which the
spirit of Tirawahat was said to
occupy when the first rays of sun
shone on it in the morning. Through
this skull, Tirawahat was said to

The legend of Tirawahat

live and communicate with the
people. Sacred star bundles
containing objects used for rituals,
such as charts of the night sky,
hung from a rafter above the skull.
These were said to give each
village its identity and power.

A world within a world

In winter, a domed sweat lodge
would often be constructed inside
the earth lodge, creating a second
mini-cosmos. These sweat lodges,
or steam huts, used for spiritual
and healing purposes, were also

In Pawnee myth, after the
creator god, Tirawahat, had
made the sun, moon, stars,
heavens, earth, and all things
on earth, he spoke. At the sound
of his voice a woman appeared.
Tirawahat created a man and
sent him to the woman. Then he
said: “I give you the earth. You
shall call the earth ‘mother.” The
heavens you shall call ‘father’...
I will now show you how to
build a lodge, so that you will
not be cold or get wet from the

rain.” After a time Tirawahat
spoke again and asked the man
if he knew what the lodge
represented. The man did not
know. Tirawahat said: “I told
you to call the earth ‘mother.’
The lodge represents her breast.
The smoke that escapes from
the opening is like the milk that
flows from her breast... When
you eat the things that are
cooked [in the fireplace], it is
like sucking a breast, because
you eat and grow strong.”

The earth lodge was a mini-cosmos
in the Pawnee tradition, and was
constructed accordingly. This Pawnee
family stands at an earth lodge entrance
at Loup, Nebraska in 1873.

sacred spaces. The heated stones
used inside them were said to
be ancestral “grandfathers,” and
were treated with great reverence.
The hot stones were doused in
water, and the steam produced
was believed to be the breath of
the grandfathers.

The first sweat lodge was,
according to legend, made by
the son of a bundle-keeper, as
part of a ritual taught to him
by guardian animals. As he
performed the ritual he said, “Now
we are sitting in darkness as did
Tirawahat when he created all
things and placed meteors in the
heavens for our benefit. The poles
that shelter us represent them. ..
When I blow this root upon them,
you will see a blue flame rise from
the stones. This will be a signal
for us to pray to Tirawahat and
the grandfathers.” m

Our people were made
by the stars. When the
time comes for all things to
end, our people will turn
into small stars.
Young Bull




IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS
Dogon

WHEN AND WHERE
From 15th century ck,
Mali, West Africa

BEFORE

From 1500BcE Similarities
in oral myths and knowledge
of astronomy suggest that the
Dogon’s ancestral tribes may
have originated in ancient
Egypt before migrating to the
region of present-day Libya,
then Burkina Faso or Guinea.

From 10th century ce Dogon
identity evolves in West Africa
from a mixture of peoples of
earlier tribes, many of whom
have fled Islamic persecution.

AFTER

Today The Dogon people
number between 400,000
and 800,000. The majority
still practice their traditional
religion, but significant
minorities have converted
to Islam and Christianity.

WE ARE IN
RHYTHM WITH
THE UNIVERSE

MAN AND THE GOSMOS

T he Dogon people live in
the Bandiagara plateau

in Mali, West Africa, where
they practice a traditional animist
religion: for them, all things are
endowed with spiritual power.
Fundamental to Dogon religious
belief is that humankind is the
seed of the universe, and that the
human form echoes both the first
moment of creation and the entire
created universe. Every Dogon
village is therefore laid out in the
shape of a human body, and is
regarded as a living person.

Sacred and symbolic space
A Dogon village is arranged lying
north to south, with the blacksmith,
or forge, at its head and shrines

at its feet. This layout reflects the
belief that the creator god, Amma,
made the world from clay in the
form of a woman lying in this
position. Everything in the village
has an anthropomorphic, or human,
equivalent. The women's menstrual
huts, to the east and west, are

the hands. The family homesteads
are the chest. Each of these big
homesteads is, in turn, laid out in
the plan of a male body, with the
kitchen as the head, the large
central room as the belly, the arms

as two lines of storerooms, the
chest as two jars of water, and the
penis as the entrance passage. The
building reflects the creative power
of the male—female twin ancestral
beings, the Nommo (see facing page).
The hut of the hogon, the Dogon’s
spiritual leader, is a model of the
universe. Every element of the hut's

Masked dancers perform the dama,
or funeral ritual. This traditional Dogon
religious ceremony is designed to
guide the souls of the deceased

safely into the afterlife.




See also: Symbolism made real 46—47 = The ultimate reality 102-105

The whole universe was originally contained in an egg or seed.

V

Everything that exists began as a vibration in this egg.

V

The form of man was prefigured in the egg,
and is also echoed in the form of the universe.

v

AATIERAS Tl W el s D e

Everything, from the smallest seed to the expanse of
the cosmos, reflects and expresses everything.

V

A village, or a homestead, or a hat, or a seed,
can contain the whole universe.

decoration and furnishing is laden
with symbolism. The hogon's
movements are attuned to the
rhythms of the universe. At dawn
he sits facing east, toward the
rising sun; he then walks through
the homestead following the order
of the four cardinal points; and
finally at dusk he sits facing west.
His pouch is described as “the
pouch of the world”; his staff is
“the axis of the world.”

Cosmic meaning

Even the hogon's clothing
represents the world in miniature.
His cylindrical headdress, for
example, is a woven image of

the seven spiral vibrations that
shook the cosmic “egg of the
world” (see right). During a
crisis, the chiefs gather around
the headdress; the hogon speaks
into it and upends it on the ground,
as if the world itself has been
turned upside down, ready to be
restored to order by the god Amma.
The complex cosmic symbolism
of the Dogon reflects outward from
the cosmos, and then back in again
to the headdress of the hogon, the
shell of the world egg. Religion,
society, cosmology, mythology,
cultivation, daily life—all are
intermeshed in every detail,
and reflected in every action. m
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The Nommo

The Nommo are ancestral
beings worshipped by the
Dogon. They are often
described as amphibious,
hermaphroditic, fishlike
creatures who, acccording to
myth, were fathered by the
god Amma, when he created
the cosmic egg. This egg was
said to resemble both the
smallest seed cultivated by
the Dogon, and the sister star
to Sirius—the brightest star in
the night sky. Within the egg
lay the germ of all things.

In one version of the myth,
two sets of male—female
twins, the Nommo, were
inside the egg waiting to be
born so that they could bring
order to the world. But the egg
was shaken by a vibration and
one of the male twins, Yurugu,
broke out of it prematurely,
creating the earth from his
placenta. So Amma sent the
three remaining Nommo down
to earth, and they established
the institutions and rituals
necessary for the renewal
and continuation of life. But
because of Yurugu's premature
actions, the world was tainted
right from the beginning.

For [the Dogon],
social life represents the
workings of the universe.
Marcel Griaule,
anthropologist
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IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS
Tikopians

WHEN AND WHERE
From c¢.1000BcCE,
Tikopia, Solomon
Islands, Pacific Ocean

AFTER
1606 European explorers
first land on Tikopia.

1859 The Anglican
Melanesian Mission makes
contact with Tikopia.

1928-29 Tikopian culture

is studied by anthropologist
Raymond Firth; the population
is divided into four clans.

1955 The Work of the Gods is
abandoned after an epidemic;
the remaining pagan chiefs
convert to Christianity.

i

2002 Tikopia is devastated
by Cyclone Zog&, but islanders
take shelter and survive.

2012 The population of
Tikopia numbers about 1,200.

WE EXIST TO
SERVE THE GODS

THE BURDEN OF OBSERVANGE

ntil Christianity arrived
in Tikopia in the 1950s, all
the residents of this small

Pacific island devoted themselves
to ritual for two weeks twice a year,
as they undertook the Work of the
Gods. At these times, they perfomed
duties to propitiate the atua, spirits
or gods, believing that they, in turn,
would ensure plentiful harvests.

The Work of the Gods was a form
of worship expressed as a system
of trade between human and spirit
beings. The Tikopians performed
the rituals, and the gods granted
the people the necessities of life.
Moreover, the religion was
structured so that many of the
activities undertaken to please the
gods—such as repairing canoes,
planting and harvesting, and the
ritual production of turmeric—were
of economic value to the Tikopians.
Offerings of food and kava (an
intoxicating drink) made to the
gods were consumed only in
essence—leaving the actual food
available for human consumption.
Taking part in the Work of the
Gods brought status to individuals,
and was perceived as a privilege.
The rituals involved in this religion
also underpinned key social and
economic structures, and held
Tikopian society together. m

A Tikopian man performs a dance
with a canoe paddle: ritual dancing
and drumming on canoes were part
of the Work of the Gods.

See also: Making sense of the world 20-23 = A lifelong bond with the gods 39
= Sacrifice and blood offerings 40—-45 = Devotion through puja 114-15




IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS
Hupa

WHEN AND WHERE
c.1000ceE,
northwestern California

BEFORE

¢.900-1100cE Ancestors

of the Hupa arrive in
northwestern California from
subarctic regions to the north.

AFTER

1828 The first contact is
made with American trappers;
around 1,000 Hupa live in the
Hoopa Valley at this time, and
trade furs until the beginning
of the Gold Rush in 1848.

By 1900 The Hupa population
is reduced to about 500 as a
result of disease.

1911 The first modern Hupa
Tribal Council is formed.

Today More than 2,000 Hupa
live as a self-governing people
on their traditional lands.

OUR RITUALS
SUSTAIN
THE WORLD

RENEWING LIFE THROUGH RITUAL

hrough their ritual songs
and dances, the Hupa
tribe of northwestern

California believed they could

renew the world, or “firm the earth,”

and revitalize the land to ensure
sufficient resources for the coming
year. One of their most important
world renewal dances, held every
autumn, was the White Deerskin
Dance. The purpose of the dance
was to re-create the actions of the
the Kixunai, or First People, the
Hupa's mythical predecessors.

By replaying the sacred
narrative of the Kixunai, the Hupa
hoped to tap into the powers of
creation in order to safeguard the
health of the people and guarantee
abundant stocks of game and fish
for the hunting season. During the
dance, which lasted ten days, the
elaborately decorated hide of an
albino deer—a symbol of great

wealth and status—was displayed.

Participants paddled along the
river in dugout canoes every
morning and danced every
afternoon and evening, holding
deer effigies aloft on poles.

[The Kixunai] painted
themselves and danced there
one night. The next morning

they danced again.
Hupa myth

The First People

The Kixunai were believed by

the Hupa to be human in form

but extraordinary in character.
Whatever the Kixunai did became
the predestined custom of the
unborn Hupa race. So every detail
of Hupa daily life was mapped out
by the activities of the First People.
According to Hupa belief, the
Kixunai later scattered across the
ocean, leaving only the mythical
being Yimantuwinyai to assist
people in their life on earth. m

See also: The spirits of the dead live on 36—-37 = Beliefs that mirror society 80-81
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54 INTRODUCTION

Tomb inscriptions known
as the Pyramid Texts,

Ancient Egypt is
unified and the Early
Dynastic period begins.
A cult of a divine Pharaoh
is established.

¢.3000 scE
¢.3000 Bce

Celtic clans spread
across much of Europe,
each tribe having its
own local deities.

the oldest known
religious writings,
suggest an Ancient

belief in an afterlife.

25TH—24TH CENTURIES

The pantheon of
Greek mythology
evolves in the
Minoan culture
of Crete.

Egyptian

20TH—16TH CENTURIES

In the First
Babylonian Dynasty
in Mesopotamia,

a complex mythology
is recorded in the
Enuma Elish.

1700-1400 Bce
¢.1600 scE

Scandinavian
peoples begin to make
figures of their gods
and goddesses, and
develop a recognizable
Norse mythology.

The probable date
of the foundation of
Zoroastrianism
in Persia, although
this may have been
as early as the
18th century BcE.

¢.1200 scE

8TH CENTURY BCE

According to legend,
Romulus usurps
his twin brother
Remus to found the
city of Rome.

T he earliest civilizations
emerged when scattered
nomadic tribes began
to settle in order to raise crops.
Previously localized religious
beliefs and practices evolved,
and the beliefs of different tribes
amalgamated around common
deities and mythologies. Complex
pantheons emerged, and an often
sophisticated body of myths arose
from the various strands that had
come together, describing the role
of the gods and mythical creatures
in the workings of the world.
These more formal religions
offered explanations for natural
phenomena, such as the sun,
moon, seasons, weather, and the
gods’ influence on them. They
often included creation stories
and tales of the interaction of
gods and humans. It is clear from

elaborate tombs left by the early
civilizations, such as the Egyptians,
that belief in an afterlife existed,
and that rituals of death and burial
played a major part in religion.

As people settled in ever bigger
communities, temples dedicated
to the gods became focal points in
the towns and cities.

Civilization also gave rise to
various forms of written language,
which allowed these stories of
gods and creation to be recorded
and embellished over the millennia.
Religious inscriptions first appeared
on the walls of tombs and temples
in early civilizations, such as that
of Egypt. Elsewhere, distinctive
traditions were also taking shape
as Indian, Chinese, Japanese,
Norse, and Celtic folk religions
were incorporated into the belief
systems of the emerging nations.

Coalescing faiths
By about 15008BcE, regional
religious traditions were well
established in many parts of
the world, and new, more advanced,
societies arose, requiring more
elaborate belief systems. Some
new religions also appeared,
notably Zoroastrianism, which
was arguably the first monotheistic
faith, while the foundations of
Judaism were also being laid down.
In India, the numerous local
religious beliefs were incorporated
into the Vedic tradition, based
on ancient scriptures called the
Vedas. This later became the
pluralistic amalgam now known
as Hinduism, but alongside this
came Jainism, which placed more
emphasis on a correct way of life
than on the worship of deities, and
Buddhism, which was arguably
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The Greek poet
Homer writes the
Iliad and Odyssey,
and Hesiod writes

his Theogony
(Origin of the Gods).

The Vikings flourish,
spreading their religion
across northern Europe

and in Iceland and
Greenland.

The classical period
of the Ancient
Greek civilization
begins in the eastern
Mediterranean.

The Indian sage
Mahavira establishes
the central tenets
of Jainism.

599-217 e

9TH—10TH CENTURIES

8TH—TTH CENTURIES BCE BTH—4TH CENTURIES BCE

GTH CENTURY BCE 551 BcE 8TH CENTURY CE 13TH CENTURY

Two collections of

The Chinese sage Laozi
describes the dao, the
way, and establishes

Daoism in China.

Confucius, founder
of Confucianism, is
born in Zou, Lu
State, China.

Japanese mythology, the
Kojiki and the Nihon Shoki,
are compiled as a resource
to support Shinto as
national religion of Japan.

Icelandic epic
poems describing
Norse mythology
are composed and
recorded in
the Eddas.

more a philosophy than a religion, as
it concentrated on enlightenment
without the need for gods.

This focus on moral philosophy
was also prevalent in the religions
that evolved in China and Japan.
In the ordered society of the great
Chinese dynasties, religion and
political organization became
intertwined. Daoism, proposed
by the legendary scholar Laozi,
advocated a religious way of life
compatible with Chinese society.
Confucius built on this to develop
a new belief system based on a
reinterpretation of respect for
the hierarchy, and reinforced by
ritual. Later, in Japan, traditional
religions were unified to create the
state religion, Shinto, which showed
special reverence to ancestors and
encouraged followers to connect
with them through ritual practices.

By the 6th century Bcg, the Greek
city-states had been established,
and classical Greek civilization was
exerting a strong influence on the
eastern Mediterranean region.
Religion (although the Greeks did
not have a specific word for it)
was very much a part of life, and,
although the gods were believed to
live separately from the people, they
were imagined to lead remarkably
similar lives. The history of the
Greek people, as interpreted by
Homer in his epic poems, was
also the history of their gods. The
hierarchy of deities, with their very
human lifestyles and tempestuous
relationships, mirrored Greek
society. As well as offering an
explanation for aspects of the
world, the deities gave reasons for
the vagaries of human behavior,
and with their help it was possible

to divine the future, choose
auspicious times for action, and
even defeat enemies. Most of the
time they existed alongside people,
unconcerned with human affairs,
but, to keep them happy, the
Greeks erected temples, performed
rituals, and held regular festivals.
As the early civilizations rose
and fell, many of their beliefs faded
away, or were incorporated into
the religions that replaced them,;
the pantheon of Greek mythology,
for example, was absorbed into
Roman mythology, and along
with Celtic and other beliefs,
into Christianity. Some religions,
however, such as that of the
Norse, were still practiced until
the Middle Ages, and others,
including Shinto, Jainism, Daoism,
and Confucianism, have survived
into the modern age. m




IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS
Ancient Babylonians

WHEN AND WHERE
c.2270BcE, Mesopotamia
(present-day Iraq)

BEFORE

5th millennium Bce The
Ubaidians settle in the fertile
valleys between the Tigris and
the Euphrates (Mesopotamia).

¢.33008BcE The Sumerian

people supplant the Ubaidians.

AFTER

¢.1770 BcE Babylonian King
Hammurabi introduces laws
for governing Babylon.

¢.1750BcE The Babylonians
become the dominant people
of Mesopotamia, adapting
Sumerian religion to reflect
the power and authority of
Babylon's chief god, Marduk.

691 Bck Babylon falls to
the Assyrians; the myths
of Marduk are reassigned
to the Assyrian god Assur.

THERE IS A
HIERARGHY OF
GODS AND MEN

BELIEFS FOR NEW SOCIETIES
1

The god Marduk kills
the goddess Tiamat and
makes all the other gods

accept him as king.

b

He then brings order to
the universe and creates
mankind to serve the gods.

)

The Babylonians
succeed the Sumerians
and establish the city
of Babylon.

J

King Hammurabi then
claims divine authority for
his rule and introduces
a code of laws.

J

Both Marduk and Hammurabi assert their

supremacy over others by establishing...

¥

esopotamia, the area
of modern Iraq between
the Tigris and Euphrates

rivers, is often referred to in the
West as the cradle of civilization.
It was there that—in the Bronze
Age—small communities first
evolved into towns and cities.

As these larger settlements grew,
so did the need for new social
structures, a common culture, and
shared beliefs in order to unify

the population and reinforce the
political system. Religion not only
explained natural phenomena but
also provided a coherent mythology.
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See also: Created for a purpose 32 = Renewing life through ritual 51 = Beliefs
that mirror society 80-81 = A rational world 92-99
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Images of Babylonian soldiers
lined the Ishtar Gate, which led to
the city of Babylon. Effigies of gods
were paraded from the gate to the
city along the Processional Way.

In the 4th millennium Bck, the
Sumerian people inhabited the
region. The population of Sumer
was concentrated in about a dozen
city-states; each was ruled by

a king, but political power was
vested in the high priests of each
city’s religion. The Sumerians
worshipped a pantheon of gods,
including Enki, god of water and
fertility, and Anu, god of heaven.
When the Babylonians began to
settle in Mesopotamia in the 3rd
millennium BcEk, they absorbed the
Sumerians and their culture—
including some aspects of their
mythology—into their own empire.
The Babylonian leaders used the
Sumerian mythology to reinforce
the hierarchy they established,
which helped to assert their power
over their own people and the
supplanted Sumerians.

Babylonian religion

Central to the Babylonian religion
was the epic creation story of the
Entima Elish, recorded on seven
clay tablets. The sequence of

events it relates had largely been
adapted from earlier Sumerian
mythology, but in this retelling
featured Babylonian deities—in
particular Marduk, son of the
Sumerian god Enki and the rightful
heir to Anu. The story tells of
Marduk as the leader of a hierarchy
of young deities, whose victory over
the older gods, including the
creator god, Tiamat (see box, right)
gave him the power to create and
organize the universe, which he
ruled from his chosen home of
Babylon. The Entima Elish provided
an obvious analogy to the takeover
of Sumer and founding of Babylon,
but Marduk'’s ascendancy over the
other gods and his ordering of the
world also served as a metaphor

for the sovereignty of Babylonian
kings and their authority to make
and enforce laws.

A mark of kingship

To reinforce the idea of Babylonian
dominance and to unify the empire,
the Entima Elish was recited and
acted out in an annual New Year
festival, known as the Akitu, which
was held at the time of the spring
equinox. This performance did
more than mark the calendrical
movement from one year to the
next; it was a ritualized re-creation
and reenergizing of the cosmos,
which enabled Marduk to settle
the destinies of the stars and
planets for the year ahead. Both

in its mythology and its ritual, the
Akitu was fundamentally about
legitimizing kingship; it was a
public demonstration that the
Babylonian monarch held his
authority directly from the god.

By recreating Marduk’s triumph
over Tiamat, the centrality of
Babylon was also reaffirmed. m

The Entiioma Elish

The Akitu ritual re-created the
creation story of the Entima
Elish. This begins before

time, when only Apsu (the
freshwater ocean) and Tiamat
(the saltwater ocean) exist.
Apsu and Tiamat give birth

to the primal gods, including
Anshar and Kishu, the
horizons of the sky and the
earth, who themselves beget
Anu, the god of the sky, and
Ea (the Sumerian Enki), the
god of the earth and water.
The shouts of the young gods
disturb Apsu and Tiamat's
peace, so Apsu attempts to
destroy them, but is killed by
Ea. At the site of this struggle,
the god Ea creates a temple for
himself, which he names Apsu
(after his father), where his
son Marduk is born. To avenge
her husband, Tiamat wages
war on Marduk, and puts her
son Qingu in command of her
forces. Marduk agrees to fight
Tiamat’'s army, if all the other
gods accept him as king, with
sovereignty over the universe.
Marduk then kills Tiamat and
Qingu, and brings order to

the universe. From Qingu's
blood he creates mankind.

I hereby name it Babylon,
home of the great gods.
We shall make it the
center of religion.
Marduk, in the
Entima Elish




IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS
Ancient Egyptians

WHEN
2000BceE—4th century BCE

BEFORE

In predynastic Egypt
Bodies buried in the sand are
preserved by dehydration;
this may have inspired later
mummification practices.

¢.2400-2100 BcE Royal tomb
inscriptions at Saggara—the
Pyramid Texts—suggest belief
in a divine afterlife for the
Egyptian pharaohs, promising
the kings: “You have not died.”

¢.2100 BcE The first Coffin
Texts—spells inscribed

on the coffins of wealthy men
and women—suggest that
the afterlife is no longer
reserved for royalty.

AFTER

From 4th century sck The
conquering Greeks adopt some
Egyptian beliefs, especially in
the cult of Isis, wife of Osiris.

THE GOOD LIVE
FOREVER IN THE
KINGDOM OF OSIRIS

PREPARING FOR THE AFTERLIFE

We want to live again after
death, as the god Osiris did.

If we imitate the
mummification of Osiris by
Anubis, we can join Osiris
in the realm of the dead.

There, Osiris will judge us,
and our hearts will be
weighed against our sins.

If we are judged
worthy, we will
enjoy everlasting life.

T he Ancient Egyptians left
extraordinary tributes to
their dead, such as the
Great Pyramids, huge necropolises,
underground tombs, and extensive
grave goods and art, but it would
not be true to say that they were
obsessed with death. Instead, they
were preparing for the afterlife.

All their mortuary rituals
of embalming, mummification,
entombment, and remembrance
were aimed at ensuring new life
after death. Egyptians wanted to
live after their death as perfected
beings in Aaru, the field of reeds,
which was itself a perfected version
of the Egypt they already knew.

Aaru was the domain of Osiris,
lord of the dead. In it, the blessed
dead gathered rich crops of barley
and emmer wheat—abundant
harvests that are joyously depicted
on the walls of Egyptian tombs.

Egyptians believed that a
complete person comprised a
number of elements: the physical
body, the name, the shadow, the
ka (spiritual life force), the ba
(personality), and the akh (the
perfected being that could enjoy
life in paradise). To ensure life in
paradise, care needed to be taken
of all these constituent parts.
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Elaborate preparations for safe
passage to the next world were at first
reserved only for the nobility, as here,
but later the promise of rebirth into
eternal life was open to all Egyptians.

The body had to be preserved by
mummification and buried with a
set of funerary equipment, including
jars containing the internal organs, in
rituals that identified the deceased
with the god Osiris. Reenacting
the death and resurrection of the
god prepared the deceased for

the journey to the next world.

Every stage of mummification
was accompanied by religious ritual.
Embalmers enacted the role of the
jackal-headed god, Anubis, who
was the protective god of the dead,;
Anubis invented the mysteries of
embalming in order to resurrect
the slain Osiris. Embalming spells
reassured the deceased: “You will
live again, you will live forever.”

The journey of the dead
The preservation of the physical
body by mummification was
important because it was to the
body that the ka needed to return
for sustenance. If the body was

The death of Osiris

The story of the death and
resurrection of Osiris was the
foundation myth that offered
Egyptians the hope of new life
after death—initially just for the
king, but for all Egyptians by the
Middle Kingdom period.

The god Osiris was said to
have been killed by his jealous
brother Seth, who cut his body
into pieces and scattered them
across Egypt. “It is not possible

decayed, the ka would starve. The
ka needed to take strength from
the body to rejoin the ba in the
afterlife. Together they created
the akh, which would have to gain
admittance to the afterlife.

The deceased then negotiated
the path from this world to the
next, and was led by Anubis into
the Hall of Two Truths. Here, the
heart was weighed in the balance
against Ma'at, goddess of truth,
symbolized by a feather. If the
heart, heavy with sin, outweighed

to destroy the body of a god,”
Seth said, “but I have done so.”
Osiris’s wife Isis and her sister
Nephthys gathered up the body,
piece by piece, and the god
Anubis embalmed it as the first
mummy. Isis changed herself
into a kite and, hovering over
the mummified Osiris, fanned
the breath of life back into him
for long enough to conceive a
child, Horus (who would avenge
his father), before Osiris took his
place as lord of the underworld.

the feather, it would be gobbled
up by Ammut, she-monster and
devourer of the dead. If the scales
balanced, the deceased could
proceed to paradise, the gates of
which were guarded by Osiris.
Important Egyptians were buried
with a manual: the Book of the

Dead, or the Spells for Coming Forth
by Day. This guide taught the dead

how to speak, breathe, eat, and drink
in the afterlife. It included, crucially,
a spell for “not dying again in the
realm of the dead.” m

O my heart...! Do not stand
up as a witness against me,
do not be opposed to
me in the tribunal.
Ancient Egyptian
Book of the Dead
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IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS
Zoroastrians

WHEN AND WHERE
1400-1200BcE, Iran (Persia)

BEFORE

From prehistory Many belief
systems feature a destructive
or mischievous god or spirit
who is in opposition to a

more benevolent deity.

AFTER

6th centuryBsck The Persian
and Mede empires are unified;
Zoroastrianism becomes one
of the world's largest religions.

4th centurysck Classical
Greek philosophers, including
Plato, study with Zoroastrian
priests; Aristotle is said to
have considered Plato to be a
reincarnation of Zoroaster.

10th century cE Zoroastrians
migrate from Iran to India to
avoid converting to Islam; they
become the Parsis, the largest
Zoroastrian community today.

The creator is wholly good.

However, both good and evil can be seen in the world.

Evil cannot come from good.

Therefore there must exist a wholly evil being,
opposed to the creator.

We must choose the good, in order to help the creator
in his struggle against the bad.

oroastrianism is one of the
z oldest surviving religions,
and one of the first recorded
monotheistic faiths. It was founded
by the prophet figure Zoroaster in
ancient Persia (modern Iran).
Zoroaster's religion developed
from the old system of Indo-Iranian
gods, which included Ahura Mazda,
lord of wisdom. In Zoroastrianism,
Ahura Mazda (sometimes called
Ohrmazd) is elevated to become the
one supreme god, the wise creator
who is the source of all good, and
represents order and truth, in
opposition to evil and chaos.

Ahura Mazda is assisted by his
creations, the Amesha Spenta or
bounteous immortals: six divine
spirits. A seventh and less easily
definable Spenta is the Spenta
Mainyu, who is seen as Mazda’s
own bounteous spirit, and the
agent of his will.

According to Zoroastrianism,
the good Ahura Mazda has been
locked in struggle with the evil
entity Ahriman (also called Angra
Mainyu, or destructive spirit) since
time began. Ahriman and Ahura
Mazda are regarded as twin spirits;
however, Ahriman is a fallen being,

and cannot be considered Ahura
Mazda's equal. Ahura Mazda lives
in the light, while his twin lurks
in the dark. Their struggle, as evil
endlessly attempts to vanquish
good, forms the entire body of
Zoroastrian mythology.

Ahura Mazda battles with
Ahriman using the creative
energy of his spirit, Spenta Mainyu;
the exact relationship between
these three entities remains an
unresolved aspect of the religion.
Human beings, also Mazda's
creation, have an important role
in keeping disorder and evil at bay




ANCIENT AND GLASSICAL BELIEFS 63

See also: The end of the world as we know it 86—87 = From monolatry to
monotheism 176—77 = Jesus's message to the world 204-207

66

The goodness of the wise
Creator can be inferred from
the act of creation.
Mardan-Farrukh

99

by using their free will to do good.
Good thoughts, good words, and
good deeds support asha, the
fundamental order of the universe.
Asha is seen as being constantly
at risk from the opposing principle
of druj, chaos, which feeds on bad
thoughts, bad words, and bad deeds.
The essential opposition is between
creation and uncreation, with evil
threatening at all times to undermine
the ordered structure of the world.
The birth of Zoroaster, with his
destiny to recruit humankind to the
fight between good and evil, tipped

T —
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the battle in favor of goodness.
According to Zoroastrianism, it is
good that will ultimately prevail.

A world made by goodness
Zoroastrianism tells that when
Ahura Mazda wanted to create a
perfect world, he made the Amesha
Spenta and a spiritual, invisible
world, which included a perfect
being. The spiritual nature of this

world was intended to foil Ahriman,

who tries to attack it nevertheless.
Ahura Mazda defeats Ahriman by
reciting the holiest Zoroastrian
prayer, the Ahunavar, which casts
him back into the darkness.
Ahura Mazda then gives
material form to his spiritual
world. He creates one primal
animal (a bull), and his perfect
spiritual being becomes a human
being, known as Gayomart
(meaning mortal or human life). »

The symbol of Zoroastrianism,
the Faravahar, is thought to depict
a fravashi, or guardian angel. These
protect the souls of individuals as
they struggle against evil.
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Zoroaster

It is not known exactly when
the prophet Zoroaster (also
called Zarathustra) lived, but
¢.1400-1200BcE seems likely.
Although his teachings draw
on early Hindu texts such as
the Rig-Veda, he regarded his
religious insights into these
texts as visions received
directly from God. Zoroaster
was already a priest among
seminomadic, pastoral Iranians
on the south Russian steppes
when he began to preach the
worship of Ahura Mazda. At
first he found few followers,
but he did convert a local ruler,
who made Zoroastrianism the
official religion of the Avestan
people. However, it was not
until the reign of Cyrus the
Great, in the 6th century BCE,
that the religion spread across
the Persian empire.

Key works

4th century BCE Zoroaster's
teachings are compiled in

the Avesta, including the
Gathas, 17 hymns believed

to be Zoroaster's own words.
9th century ce The dualistic
nature of Zoroastrian
philosophy is laid out in detail
in his Analytical Treatise for
the Dispelling of Doubts.
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Fire priests tend a sacred flame. They
wear white cloths called padans over
their mouths to prevent their breath or
saliva from desecrating the fire.

It is not long, however, before
Ahriman recovers and renews
his attack. He breaks through
the sky in a blaze of fire, bringing
with him starvation, disease,
pain, lust, and death. He also
creates demons of his own.
Gayomart and the bull ultimately
die, but upon their deaths, their
semen spills on the ground and is
fertilized by the sun. Ahura Mazda
sends rain, which brings forth,
from the seed of Gayomart, the
mother and father of humanity:
Mashya and Mashyoi. Meanwhile,
the bull's seed gives rise to all the
other animals of the world.

Because his perfect creation
has been spoiled by Ahriman’s
destructiveness, Ahura Mazda
sets a limit on time, which was
previously limitless.

Evil and human will

In Zoroastrianism, all people

are born good. The presence of
Ahriman, an active principle of evil,

explains why they may be tempted
to do wrong. It also explains how
evil can exist in the presence of a
good god. Zoroastrian texts state:
“What is complete and perfect

in its goodness cannot produce
evil. If it could, then it would not
be perfect. If God is perfect in
goodness and knowledge, plainly
ignorance and evil cannot proceed
from him.” This is to say that Ahura
Mazda cannot be responsible for
the presence of evil in the world:
the source of this is Ahriman.

The dissimilarity of good
and evil, light and darkness,
is not one of function
but one of substance. . .their
natures cannot combine and
are mutually destructive.
Mardan-Farrukh

The fact that Ahura Mazda

has given humankind free will
means that every moment of an
individual's existence requires
a choice to be made between
what is right and what is wrong,
and that it is our responsibility
to choose good over evil.

This focus on moral choice
makes Zoroastrianism a religion in
which personal responsibility and
morality are paramount, not only in
conceptual terms but as practiced
in day-to-day life. Human virtues

One good twin, one evil twin

In Zurvanism, a now-defunct
branch of Zoroastrianism, Ahura
Mazda is not the sole creator;
he and Ahriman are the sons

of a preexisting god, Zurvan
(Time). This doctrine arose from
the reasoning that, if Mazda

and Ahriman were twin spirits
(as texts said), they needed

a progenitor. Zurvan, a neutral,
androgynous god, sacrifices
1,000 of his years to create

a son. But, as the end of the
millennium approaches, Zurvan

begins to doubt his power to
produce a son. The evil Ahriman
is born from his doubt, just as
Ahura Mazda is born from his
optimism. Zurvan prophesies
that his firstborn will rule the
world. Ahriman forces his way
out first, declaring himself
Ahura Mazda, but Zurvan is not
deceived, saying, “My son is
light and fragrant, but you are
dark and stinking.” And Zurvan
weeps to think he has produced
such an abomination.
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Establish the power of
acts arising from a life
lived with good purpose,
for Mazda and for the lord
whom they made pastor
for the poor.

The Ahunavar Prayer

worthy of, and helpful to, Ahura
Mazda include truthfulness, loyalty,
tolerance, forgiveness, respect

for one’s elders, and the keeping

of promises. Vices such as anger,
arrogance, vengefulness, bad
language, and greed are condemned
—and not only in this life.

Judgment and salvation
Zoroastrians believe that after
death, individuals will be judged
twice: once when they die and
once at a Last Judgment at the

end of time. The two judgments
will address, respectively, the
individual's morality of thought and
his or her morality of action. In both
cases, moral failings are punished
in hell. However, these punishments
are not eternal; they cease when
the person corrects their moral
failing in the afterlife—which,

once successfully accomplished,

is followed by the person going to
dwell with Ahura Mazda in heaven.

Zoroastrians gather to pray together.
This very moral religion is summed

up in the old Avestan phrase: “Humata,
Hukhta, Hvarshta’—"Good thoughts,
good words, good deeds.”

Zoroastrian teachings tell that as
the end of time draws near, the
Saoshyant (savior) will arise
and prepare the world to be made
anew, helping Ahura Mazda to
destroy Ahriman. People will grow
pure and stop eating meat, then
milk, plants, and water, until at last
they need nothing. When all have
chosen good over evil, there will
be no more sin, so Az, the demon
of lust made by Ahriman, will
starve, turning on her creator.
Ahura Mazda will cast Ahriman
from creation through the hole that
Ahriman made when he broke
in. It is at this point that time
will be at an end.

Saoshyant will then raise
the dead, who will pass through
a stream of molten metal to burn
away their sins. According to
Zoroastrianism, the world will begin
again, but this time it will be a
world everlasting, free of taint.

The use of fire and molten metal
as a purifier in the Last Judgment
is reflected in the prominence of
fire in Zoroastrianism as a symbol
of sanctity. It is seen as the purest
of the elements. Ahura Mazda is
strongly associated with fire and

also the sun. For this reason,
Zoroastrian temples always
keep a fire burning, symbolizing
their god’s eternal power. Some
temple fires have been kept
burning for centuries. Believers
bring offerings of wood (the only
fuel used), and fire priests place
these in the flames. Visitors are
anointed with ash.

The continuing struggle
The Zoroastrian idea of eternal,
opposing forces of good and evil
is a form of what philosophy
calls dualism. Another Persian
dualistic religion, Manichaeism,
was founded by the prophet Mani
in the 3rd century ct. Mani felt that
his Religion of Light completed
the teachings of Zoroaster, Buddha,
and Christ.

Like Zoroaster, Mani saw
the world as an eternal struggle
between the forces of good and
evil, light and darkness. This
was to have a profound effect on
Christian thinkers, and influence
medieval, heretical Christian cults
such as the Paulicians in Armenia,
the Bogomils in Bulgaria, and, most
famously, the Cathars in France. m




IN CONTEXT

KEY FIGURE
Laozi

WHEN AND WHERE
6th centuryscg, China

BEFORE

7th century scE In popular
Chinese religion, people
believe their fate is controlled
by deities and practice
ancestor worship.

AFTER

6th century Bce Confucius
proposes an ethical system in
which virtue and respect lead
to a just and stable society.

3rd century ce Buddhism,
with its focus on the personal
journey to enlightenment, first
reaches China.

20th century Daoism is
banned in China by the
Communist regime; this
ban is reversed in 1978.

20th century The physical
and mental discipline of t'ai chi
attracts followers in the West.

AGGEPT THE WAY
OF THE UNIVERSE

ALIGNING THE SELF WITH THE DAO

The dao, or Way, is the
fundamental principle
of the universe.

We must cease actions
that interrupt this flow and
live simply, in harmony

with nature.

The dao sustains
all things.

WV

The dao remains
unchanged, while all
else flows around it.

he origins of Dacism are
I rooted in ancient Chinese

beliefs concerning nature
and harmony, but its first text,
attributed to the philosopher Laozi,
was written in the 6th century Bce
—an unusually active time for
ideas that also saw the emergence
of Confucianism in China, both
Jainism and Buddhism in India,
and early Greek philosophy. Laozi's

book, the Daode jing (The Way and
Its Power) identified the dao, or
Way, as the power or principle that
underlies and sustains all things
and is the source of order in the
universe. Following the dao, rather
than hindering or obstructing it,
not only helps to ensure cosmic
harmony, but also leads to personal
spiritual development and a virtuous,
fulfilled, and possibly longer life.
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For life to run smoothly along
the Way, we must attune and align
ourselves with it, performing only
those simple actions that maintain
nature’s inherent balance.

What it means to follow the dao
is succinctly expressed in the more
modern phrase, “going with the flow.”

Action and inaction
The dao itself is eternal and
unchanging. It is life that eddies
and swirls around the dao and, to
keep to its path, people must
detach themselves from material
concerns and disruptive emotions
such as ambition and anger. They
should instead live a peaceful,
simple life, acting spontaneously
and in harmony with nature, rather
than acting on impulses from the
self. This is the concept of wu wei,
or inaction, inherent in the dao; as
the Daode jing says, “the Way
never acts, and yet nothing is left
undone.” In daily life, Laozi placed
great emphasis on those virtues
that encourage wu wei: humility,
submissiveness, non-interference,
passivity, and detachment.

The wisdom of Laozi came from
long contemplation of the nature
of the universe and its constituents,
which in Chinese philosophy are yin

and yang. Yin comprises all that is
dark, moist, soft, cold, and feminine;
all that is light, dry, hard, warm,
and masculine is yang. Everything
is made of yin and yang, and
harmony is achieved when the two
are kept in balance. In Daoism such
balance is sought in mind, spirit,
and body through practices such
as meditation and t’ai chi: physical,
mental, and spiritual exercises
intended to balance the flow of
qi, the life force, through the body.
Under the rule of the Han
dynasty (206 BcE—220 cg), Daoist
philosophy became a religion. Its
meditative practices were thought
to guide experts to immortality. In
the Daode jing itself, the notion of
immortality is not intended literally.
Someone who completely accepts
the dao reaches a plane above the
material, and achieves immortality
by detachment. But the statement
that, for the sage, “there is no realm
of death,” was to be taken more
literally by followers of the Daoist
religion, who believed that actual
immortality could be achieved
through acceptance of the Way. m

My words are very
easy to understand and
very easy to put into practice,
yet no one in the world
can understand them or
put them into practice.
Laozi

Laozi

The author of the Daode jing
is said to have been a court
archivist for the Zhou
emperors who earned the
name Laozi (the Old Master)
because of his wisdom. The
younger sage Kong Fuzi, or
Confucius (p.75), is thought to
have journeyed to consult him
on religious rites. However,
almost nothing is known
for certain about Laozi. It
is possible that he was not
a historical figure at all, and
that the Daode jing is in fact
a later compilation of sayings.
According to legend, Laozi
disappeared under mysterious
circumstances; Confucius
himself compared him to a
dragon, which can ascend to
heaven on the wind. The story
goes that on witnessing the
decline of the Zhou dynasty,
Laozi left court and journeyed
west seeking solitude. As
he left, a border guard who
recognized him asked for a
token of his wisdom. Laozi
wrote the Daode jing for him,
and then traveled on, never
to be seen in this world again.

Key works

c.6th century BcE Daode jing
(also known as the Laozi).




IN CONTEXT

KEY FIGURE
Mahavira
WHEN AND WHERE

From 6th century BcE, India

BEFORE

From 10008cE The concept
of samsara, the cycle of death
and rebirth, is developed by

SELF-DENIAL LEADS To wandering ascetics of the

shramana tradition in India.

SPIRITUAL LIBERATION APTER

6th century BceE Buddha's
enlightenment shows him
the way to escape samsara.

From 2nd century BCE

In Mahayana Buddhism,
bodhisattvas—enlightened
humans that remain on earth
to help others—are revered.

20th century Jainism is
recognized as a legally
distinct religion in India,
separate from Hinduism.

ainism is the most ascetic
' of all Indian religions. Its
followers practice self-denial
in order to progress toward moksha,
release from constant rebirth into
this world of suffering. Jainism
as we know it was founded by
Mahavira, a contemporary of
Buddha, in the 6th century Bck.
However, Jainism takes a long view

of its own historical development:

it is said that it has always existed
and always will exist. Within the
faith, Mahavira is simply regarded
as the most recent of 24 enlightened
teachers in the current era. Jains
believe each era lasts for millions of
years and recurs in an infinite cycle
of ages. These teachers are called
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Life is an endless
cycle of reincarnation.

Only by freeing ourselves
of the burden of karma
can we achieve
enlightenment and be
liberated from this cycle.

To do this we must
follow the example of the
great teachers who have
achieved liberation,
such as Mahavira.

If we follow this path,
we too may eventually
achieve enlightenment.

The path is set out
in the Five Vows of
nonviolence, truth-telling,
chastity, not stealing,
and nonattachment.

jinas, or more commonly,
tirthankaras: “builders of the ford
across the ocean of rebirth.” By
following the path of self-denial
taught by the tirthankaras, Jains
hope to free their souls from

the entanglements of material
existence. Without this hope, life
is simply a continuous cycle of
life, death, and reincarnation.

Personal responsibilty
Jainism does not recognize any
deity, placing full responsibility
on the actions and conduct of the
individual. In order to adhere to

a life of self-denial, Jain monks
and nuns take what are called the
Five Great Vows—nonviolence
(ahimsa), speaking the truth
(satya), celibacy (brahmacharya),
not taking what is not willingly
offered (asteya), and detachment
from people, places, and things

(aparigraha). The most important
of these vows is the practice of
ahimsa, which extends beyond
avoiding violence against human
beings to encompass all animals,
including the smallest organisms
found in water or air. The other four
Great Vows equip the monk or nun
to follow the life of a wandering
mendicant, dedicated to preaching,
fasting, worship, and study.
Self-denial is central to Jainism.
It is said within the faith that
Mahavira himself went naked,
having been so deep in thought
at the start of his wanderings that
he failed to notice when his robe
snagged on a thorn bush and was
pulled off. But in the 4th century cE,
long after Mahivira's death, the
extent to which self-denial should
be practiced caused a schism in
Jainism between the Shvetambara
(“white-clad”) and Digambara

Images of the jinas or tirthankaras,
the enlightened beings revered in
Jainism, are used as devotional objects
and as a focus for meditation while
prayers and mantras are recited.

(“sky-clad”) sects. Shvetambara
monks believe that detachment
and purity are mental qualities

that are unimpeded by wearing

a simple robe. However, Digambara
monks go naked, believing that the
wearing of clothes indicates that »
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Having wisdom, Mahavira
committed no sin himself,
nor did he induce others to
do so, nor did he consent
to the sins of others.
Akaranga Sutra

99




70 SELF-DENIAL LEADS TO SPIRITUAL LIBERATION

The symbol adopted by Jainism is a

complex arrangement of elements within

an outline that represents the universe:
earthly concerns in the lower regions
lead up to the abode of celestial beings.

The Three Jewels:
right faith, right knowledge,
right conduct.

The open palm,
a reminder to stop and
consider all actions.

The wheel, the symbol
of the cycle of death
and rebirth.

2
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The liberated soul in its
elevated dwelling place.

The four states the soul
may live in: heaven,
human, animal, hell.
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The word “ahimsa”—
nonviolence—the principle
by which Jains live.

a person is not completely detached
from sexual feelings and false notions
of modesty. Digambara monks may
not even carry alms bowls, but
must receive food in their cupped
hands. Digambaras also believe
that liberation from rebirth is not
possible for women until they have
first been reborn as a man.

Living in the world

Lay Jains do not take the Five
Great Vows, but they do take
lesser vows that are similar:
renouncing violence, vowing not
to lie or to steal, embracing chaste
sexual behavior, and avoiding
attachment to material things. All
Jains are strictly vegetarian, in line
with the vow of nonviolence, and
must not do work that involves the
destruction of life. Some Jains will
only use flowers that have already

fallen from the plant in their
worship, arguing that to cut a living
flower is an act of violence. Lay
Jains may marry, but are expected
to uphold the highest standards
of behavior. In this, as in all things,
Jains follow the path of the Three
Jewels: right faith, right knowledge,
and right conduct.

Sometimes there is said to
be a fourth jewel, right penance:
atonement for sins is important
in Jainism. At the annual festival
of Samvatsari, which follows an
eight-day period of fasting and
abstinence in the monsoon season,
a full confession is made to family
and friends of the sins of the past
year, and vows are taken not to
carry grudges into the new year.
Meditation is important, too, and
Jain daily rituals include 48-minute
sessions of meditation, in which

the aim is to be at one with the
universe, and to forgive and be
forgiven for all transgressions.
(Forty-eight minutes—one-thirtieth
of a day—is a mahurta, a standard
unit of time in India often used

for ritual purposes.)

Other Jain virtues are: service
to others, attention to religious
study, disengagement from passion,
and politeness and humility.
Particular merit is gained by
donating food to monks and nuns.
All of these practices combine with
the self-denial required by even
laypersons’ vows to reduce the
karma (consequences of past
deeds) which, the Jains believe,
accumulates on the soul
as a kind of physical substance. All
karma, both good and bad, must be
removed to achieve liberation. The
idea is to progress gradually along




the path of spiritual enlightenment,
earning merit little by little, life

by life. One of the Jain holy texts,
the Tattvartha Sutra, sets out a
sequence of 14 stages through
which the soul must pass to
achieve liberation: the first stage

is called mithyadrishti, in which
the soul is in a spiritual slumber;
the final, 14th, stage is ayoga-kevali,
which is populated by souls known
as siddhas, who have achieved full
spiritual liberation. This final stage
is beyond the reach of lay Jains.

Forms of devotion

Jains may worship in a temple

or at a domestic shrine at home.
Jain temples are seen as replicas

of the celestial assembly halls where
the liberated tirthankaras continue
their teaching. The adoration and
contemplation of images of these
tirthankaras is thought to bring
about inner spiritual transformation.
The simplest form of worship, also

Only monastic Jains who have
fully embraced a life of austerity and
detachment can hope to ascend the
14 steps to spiritual enlightenment.
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I ask pardon of all living
creatures. May all of them
pardon me. May I have a
friendly relationship
with all beings.
Jain prayer

99

found in Hinduism, is called
darshan, and involves making
eye contact with the image of a
tirthankara, often while reciting a
sacred mantra. The fundamental
prayer of Jainism is the Navkar,

or Namaskar, Mantra. By reciting
this mantra, namo namahar, the
worshipper honors the souls of
the liberated and gains inspiration
from them in his or her own quest
for enlightenment. m

Mahavira

The religious reformer
Mahavira was born in around
599BcE in northeast India

as Prince Vardhamana, the
son of King Siddhartha and
Queen Trishala, who is said
to have had many auspicious
dreams during her pregnancy.
According to Jain tradition,
Mahavira was placed in

the queen's womb by Indra,
the king of the Vedic gods.
Mahavira was allegedly so
dedicated to nonviolence

that he did not not kick in

his mother’'s womb, in case
he caused her pain.

At the age of 30, Prince
Vardhamana left the palace to
live as an ascetic, renouncing
material comfort and devoting
himself entirely to meditation.
After 12 years he reached
enlightenment and then
became a great teacher, with
the new name of Mahavira.
Founding a large community
of Jain monks and nuns
(traditionally thought to be
more than 50,000 in total),
he molded Jainism into its
current form. Mahavira died
at the age of 72 at the town
of Pava in Bihar, India, and
is said at this point to have
attained moksha (release from
the cycle of death and rebirth).
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74 WISDOM LIES WITH THE SUPERIOR MAN

IN CONTEXT

KEY FIGURE
Confucius

WHEN AND WHERE
6th—5th centuryscg, China

BEFORE

From 11th centurysce
The Zhou dynasty redirect
traditional Chinese ancestor
worship toward the concept
of a heaven, with the Zhou
emperor as its representative.

6th centuryBce Laozi
proposes acting in accordance
with the dao (the Way) in order

to maintain universal harmony:.

AFTER

From 6th century Bce
Confucian ideals of virtue and
responsibility inform Zhou
imperial rule and the political
ideology of later dynasties.

18th century Confucius’s
meritocratic ideas are admired
by Enlightenment thinkers
who oppose the absolute
authority of Church and State.

onfucius, as he is known
in the West, was one
of the first thinkers to

systematically explore the notion
of goodness and whether moral
superiority is a divine privilege
or is inherent in humankind and
can be cultivated.

Born in the 6th century BCE in
Qufu, in modern China’s Shandong
Province, Confucius was one of a
new breed of scholars—in effect, the
first civil servants—who became
advisors to the Chinese court, rising
from the middle classes to positions
of power and influence on the
strength of their own merit rather
than through inheritance. In the
rigidly class-stratified society
of the day, this presented an anomaly,
and it is this anomaly that lies at
the heart of Confucius’s thought.

The rulers of the reigning
Zhou dynasty believed that they
were given their authority directly
by the gods, under the Mandate of
Heaven, and that the quality of ren
(or jen)—humaneness—was
an attribute of the ruling classes.
Confucius, too, saw heaven as the
source of moral order, but he argued
that the blessing of heaven was
open to all, and that the quality

To govern by virtue,
let us compare it to the
North Star: it stays
in its place, while the
myriad stars wait upon it.
The Analects

of ren could be acquired by anyone.
It is in fact the duty of everyone to
cultivate the attributes that make
up ren—seriousness, generosity,
sincerity, diligence, and kindness.
To practice these virtues is to
uphold the will of heaven.

The Analects—sayings and
teachings of Confucius collected
by his pupils—established a new
philosophy of morality in which
the superior man, or junzi (literally
gentleman), devotes himself to
the acquisition of ren for its own
sake—he learns for learning’s sake,
and is good for goodness’ sake.

Heaven is the source of
moral order.

Order is maintained by
goodness.

Goodness is a quality
that can be learned.

Therefore, everybody
can be good.
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See also: Living in harmony 38 = Aligning the self with the dao 66—67
= Selfless action 110-11 = Man as a manifestation of God 188

Asked by a student to explain the
rules to be followed by the seeker of
ren, Confucius replied, “One should
see nothing improper, hear nothing
improper, say nothing improper,

do nothing improper.”

Confucius was concerned not
simply with self-cultivation, but
with the relations between people,
and the proper way to behave
in a family, a community, and
a larger society. Confucius himself
admitted students of all classes as
his disciples, and fundamentally
believed that virtue lay in self-
cultivation rather than noble birth.
Because of the rigidity of the
prevailing hierarchy in China's
feudal society, Confucius had to
find a way to promote individual
virtue without calling for a simple
meritocracy. He did so by arguing
that the virtuous man accepts and
understands his place in the social
order, and uses his virtue to fulfill
his allotted role rather than to
transcend it. “The superior man,”
he said, “does what is proper to the
station in which he is; he does not
desire to go beyond this.”

e me mm ma me e e
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Attributes of a wise ruler
As for the rulers, Confucius advised
that rather than exercising their
powers in an arbitrary and unjust
way, they should lead by example,
and that treating the people with
generosity and kindness would
encourage virtue, loyalty, and right
behavior. However, in order to
govern others, it is necessary first
to govern oneself. For Confucius,
a humane ruler was defined by his
practice of ren; without it, he might
forfeit the Mandate of Heaven. In
many ways Confucius’s idea of the
perfect ruler echoes Laozi's concept
of the dao: the less the ruler does,
the more is achieved. The ruler is
the stable center around which the
activity of the kingdom revolves.
Rulers who took this advice
to heart also found themselves in
need of advisors and civil servants
whose skill and trustworthiness »

Imperial authority in China was
expressed through decisive rule

that reinforced the notion of a stable
power center; well-advised judgments
were less likely to require revision.

Confucius

According to tradition,
Confucius was born in
551BcE in Qufuy, in the state
of Lu, China. His name was
originally Kong Qiu, and only
later did he earn the title
Kong Fuzi, or Master Kong.
Little is known about his life,
except that he was from a
well-to-do family, and that as
a young man he worked as a
servant to support his family
after his father died. He
nevertheless managed to find
time to study, and became an
administrator in the Lu court,
but when his suggestions to
the rulers were ignored he left
to concentrate on teaching.
As a teacher he traveled
throughout the Chinese
empire, returning to Qufu
at the end of his life. He died
there in 479 8cE. His teaching
survives in fragments and
sayings passed down orally by
his disciples and subsequently
collected in the Analects and
anthologies compiled by
Confucian scholars.

Key works

5th century BCE Analects;
Doctrine of the Mean;
Great Learning
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T Y Y=
Sovereign—Subject
Rulers should be benevolent,

and subjects loyal.
\/

il

@
i
Father-Son
Parents are to be loving,

and children obedient.
e

W

Husband-Wife
Husbands are to be good and
fair, and wives understanding.

Brother—Brother
Elder siblings are to be
gentle, and younger
siblings respectful.

Friend-Friend
Older friends are to be
considerate, younger

friends reverential.

were founded in the Confucian
concepts of virtuous behavior; in
136 BcE the Han dynasty introduced
new competitive examinations for
the imperial civil service based
on meritocratic Confucian ideals. In
turn the Chinese concept of heaven
acquired a distinctly bureaucratic
tone, and by the time of the Song
dynasty (960-1279ck), heaven was
seen as a mirror image of the court
of the Chinese emperor, with its
own emperor and a vast celestial
civil service of lesser deities.
Despite his many references to
heaven, Confucius did not believe
his moral precepts were derived
from the gods; instead he found
them already existing in the human
heart and mind. To this extent,
Confucianism is more a humanistic
system of moral philosophy than it
is a religion; although even today,
with some 5—6 million followers,
the distinction between the two
remains blurred. In Chinese popular
religion, Confucius has joined the
crowded pantheon of gods, but many
of his followers revere him simply as
a great teacher and thinker.

Building on ritual

The adoption of Confucianism as a
religion stems largely from the fact
that Confucius upheld the duty to
practice rites and ceremonies that
honored ancestors. This he saw as
part of a wider imperative of loyalty
to family and friends, and respect
for elders—which Confucius
defined in what he called the Five
Constant Relationships (see left).
Reciprocity plays a key role in these
relationships, for Confucianism, at
its heart, embodies the Golden
Rule: do not do to others what you
do not want done to yourself.
Confucius believed that by
honoring ties of love, loyalty, ritual,
and tradition, virtuous thought,
virtuous action, and respect, not

Confucius traveled and taught for
12 years, acquiring disciples in much
the same way that the contemporary
schools of philosophy were taking
shape in the Ancient Greek world.

only could everybody be good, but
society would be bound together in
a positive and right-thinking way.
By revering the ancestors and
performing the correct rites in their
honor, humans could maintain a
state of harmony between this
world and heaven. At the family
level, such rites were an echo of
those in which the emperors made
sacrifices to their ancestors and
confirmed the Mandate of Heaven
under which they ruled.

Only he who is
possessed of the
most complete sincerity
that can exist under
Heaven can transform.
Doctrine of the Mean
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Filial piety remains one of the most
important Confucian virtues, and
its ties and duties extend beyond
death. Sons are expected to make
offerings at their parents’ graves,
and to honor them at shrines in the
home that contain ancestor tablets,
in which the spirits of the elders are
said to dwell. Even today, the key
moment in a Confucian wedding is
when the couple bow to the
groom's ancestor tablets, thus
formally introducing the bride to
the ancestors of her husband’s family
in order to secure their blessing.

Confucianism evolves

It was during the Song dynasty that
the scholar Zhu Xi (1130-1200 cg)
incorporated elements of Daocism
and Buddhism into Confucianism,
creating an enduring religion that is
also known as Neo-Confucianism.
Confucius was not the first Chinese
sage to contemplate the eternal
truths, and Confucius himself
claimed to have invented nothing,
but merely to have studied the
ideas of earlier thinkers, gathering
them together in five books, known
as the Five Classics. Under the
Western Zhou dynasty, from 1050
to 771 BcE, scholars were highly
valued at court, and in the 7th
century BCE the so-called Hundred
Schools of Thought emerged.
Confucius lived in a time of
philosophical ferment, but also of
social change, as the power of the
Zhou emperors declined and the
whole social order seemed to be
under threat. His focus on order
and harmony emerged from a
genuine concern about potential
societal breakdown. The emperors

Respect for elders and ancestors

is a core value of Confucianism: these
young Chinese students are marking
the anniversary of Confucius's birth
by honoring his image.

Hold faithfulness
and sincerity
as first principles.
The Analects

Men's natures are alike,
it is their habits that
carry them far apart.

The Analects

of later dynasties such as the

Han (206 Bce—220cE), the Song
(960-1279 cg) and the Ming
(1368—1644cE) recognized the value
of Confucian ideals in maintaining
social order, and Confucianism
became the Chinese state religion.
It was also a profound influence on
daily life and thought into the 20th
century, and was attacked during
the Cultural Revolution for its social
conservatism, but in recent years a

New Confucianism has emerged

in China, blending Confucian ideas
with modern Chinese thinking

and Western philosophy. Although
Confucius built his philosophy on
existing concepts and practices, he
was remarkable for his insistence
that human beings are naturally
good—only needing to be taught
and encouraged, to be virtuous—
and that this goodness is not
confined to the aristocracy. m




IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS
Ancient Minoans
and Myceneans

WHEN AND WHERE
14th century BcEg, Crete

BEFORE
From prehistory Early

settlers, probably from western

Asia, leave evidence of rituals

and worship in caves on Crete.

c.25th century-1420BcE
Goddesses are the primary
focus of worship in Minoan
Crete; many are associated
with serpents, birds, or bees.

AFTER

7th century Bck The Greek
poet Hesiod relates the birth
of Zeus to Rhea at Psychro
and his concealment from
the wrath of his father.

bth century Bc The Roman
Republic assimilates the
myths and iconography

of Zeus in its supreme

god, Jupiter or Jove.

A DIVINE GHILD
IS BORN

THE ASSIMILATION OF MYTH

round 1420BcE, the Minoan
A civilization of the island of

Crete was conquered by the
Myceneans from mainland Greece,
and as the Greek invaders absorbed
the culture of the Minoans, so
indigenous Cretan and Greek myth
became intertwined. The chief
deity of the Minoans was a great
mother goddess, who, in legend,
gave birth to a divine son in the
Diktaean cave above Psychro. This
cave became her holiest shrine and
no one, god or man, was permitted
to enter. Once a year a flery glow
was said to erupt from the cave,
when the blood from the birth of
the divine child spilled over.

This child grew into a wondrous
beardless youth or kouros, a demi-
god who was often invoked in
hymns to bring fertility and good
fortune to humans each year.

The Dorian Greeks, who
succeeded the Myceneans, gave
the Minoan kouros the name of
their own supreme god, Zeus, the
deity who came to rule the classical
Greek pantheon of gods that lived
on Mount Olympus. Regarded as

the place where Zeus's mother,
Rhea, hid her baby from his jealous
father, Cronus, the cave became
one of ancient Greece's many
sacred sites, or shrines.

Rhea may have been one of
the names of the original, Minoan,
great goddess, but in Greek myth,
although she was the mother of
gods, Rhea was not considered an
Olympian goddess in her own right.
Her divine child, on the other hand,
was elevated in status to become
the highest god of all, the father
of all other gods. m

The infant Zeus, here painted

by Carlo Cignani (1628-1719), was
variously described in myth as being
nursed by nymphs, a she-goat, or bees
that lived in the Diktaean cave.

See also: Symbolism made real 46—-47 =

= The power of the great goddess 104

Beliefs for new societies 5657
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IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS
Ancient Greeks

WHEN AND WHERE

8th century Bce—-4th
century ce, Greece

and the Mediterranean

BEFORE

From 3rd millennium Bce
The temple at Per-Wadjet
contains the most renowned
oracle in Egypt , that of the

snake-headed goddess Wadjet.

¢.800BcE The oracle of Apollo
is established at Delphi.

AFTER

From 1st century Bce The
haruspex is an influential
figure in the Roman Empire,
using Etruscan divination
techniques to interpret the
entrails of sacrificed animals.

From 1st century cE The
Christian Church condemns
divination as a pagan practice;
it is forbidden in the biblical
Book of Deuteronomy.

THE ORAGLES
REVEAL THE
WILL OF THE GODS

DIVINING THE FUTURE

he ancient Greeks set
great store by divination
of the future, and the most

valuable and influential sources of
prophecy and wise counsel were
the oracles, who were almost
always women. The oracles would
enter a trancelike state, during
which the gods spoke directly
through them. The gods’ messages
were sometimes unintelligible, but
could be interpreted by priests. If
offerings were made at the oracles’
sanctuaries, or dwelling places
(often caves), they would often
provide more satisfactory responses.
Oracles could be consulted on
any aspect of life, from personal
matters, such as love and marriage,
to affairs of state. Prophecies could
also be used for political ends:
Alexander the Great visited the
oracle of the Egyptian god Amun
after conquering Egypt in 332BcE,
and had his rule legitimized when
the oracle recognized him as the
“son of Amun.” However, the
number of oracles was limited, and
this, combined with the fact that
substantial offerings were often

advisable, meant that personalized
access to the gods became the
province of the rich and powerful. A
popular alternative was the service
offered by seers or soothsayers,
who, unlike the oracles, were
prepared to travel—particularly
useful for Greek armies on the
move. These seers interpreted
signs from the gods by methods
such as dream analysis, inferring
meaning from chance events,
observation of birds, and deducing
omens from animal sacrifice. m

The Sibyl, with raving lips...
reaches over a thousand
years with her voice,
thanks to the god in her.
Heraclitus

See also: The power of the shaman 26—31 = The African roots of Santeria

304-305 = The Pentecostal Church 336




IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS
Ancient Romans

WHEN AND WHERE
8th century Bce, Rome

BEFORE

8th—6th centuries BCE

The Greek civilization flowers,
with its pantheon of deities.

AFTER
8th century Bce
Rome is founded.

¢.509BcE The Roman
monarchy is overthrown
and the Republic established.

133-44gcE Civil wars finally
bring an end to the Roman
Republic; Julius Caesar is
named “dictator for life” before
his assassination in 44 BcE.

42 BcE Julius Caesar is deified.

¢.335cE Roman Emperor
Constantine I (the Great)
converts to Christianity.

391 ce Emperor Theodosius

bans the worship of pagan gods.

THE GODS ARE
JUST LIKE US

BELIEFS THAT MIRROR SOCIETY

The gods
take an active
interest in our

domestic
affairs.

The gods
take an active
interest in our

public affairs.

Public leaders
consult the gods
about political
decision making.

Household gods,
the penates,
reside in our
homes and help
provide for us.

Ancestor spirit
gods, the lares,
act as our
guardians.

Political leaders
can be given the
status of gods.

he pantheon of ancient
I Roman gods was largely
adapted from that of other
civilizations, notably the Greeks.
As the Greek deities had done,
the Roman gods lived, loved, and

fought their battles in a way that

mirrored the lives of the mortals
and reflected their history.
However, while the Greeks saw
their gods as remote controllers

of the universe, the Romans
considered them to be an intrinsic
part of their lives, and to have
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See also: Beliefs for new societies 56—57 = The assimiliation of myth 78
= Living the Way of the Gods 82-85

The lares

Constituting a bridge between
the public and domestic gods,
the lares were typically
guardian deities, whose

a direct influence on every aspect invited to take up residence in
of existence. They believed that Rome. For most Roman citizens,
divine aid was key to sucqessful however, the local and household function was to protect the
governance, and so worship, ritual, gods, the lares and penates, were livelihood of a particular area.
and sacrifice were incorporated the ones associated with everyday While many homes had a
into public ceremonies in order to life. They were so interested in shrine devoted to the local
ensure the cooperation of the gods. human affairs that their presence lares, their scope was broader
Public ceremonies also helped was everywhere; they were open than that of the household
to strengthen the authority of the to negotiation, and prayers to them penates, and shrines to the
regime, and religious festivals, often took the form of bargains: neighborhood lares were often
often involving public holidays “I give so that you will give.” placed at crossroads, a symbol
and games, contributed to political The foundation of religion for of home in its wider sense.
unity. Religious and state life the Romans was the family. The The lares are thought to have
were interdependent, with priests | paterfamilias—head of the family— evolved from earlier cults of
forming a part of the political elite was the spiritual leader and moral O G or ﬂ.le Spirits

. . of ancestors buried in
and leaders expected to perform authority, who held legal rights over . .

o . . . . farmland, with their role
religious duties. In tlme, 1nd1v1ldua1 the property of 1‘;he family and was as protectors of agriculture
rulers became associated, during responsible for its members in il resioelk. T (e Eeem
their lifetime, with a particular society. The home was sacred to Republic, they came to be
god,; some eventually became the Romans, and the heart of the the guardians of businesses,
regarded as gods—either by being home was the hearth. The spirit of transport, and communication.
deified after death or even the head of the household presided Lares were closely associated
achieving divine status while over all the household gods, with local communities and
they were still alive. including the penates, the deities everyday public life, and
of the store cupboard, to whom were very much gods of the
Cults and household gods a portion of each meal was offered plebians (such as soldiers,
Various cults coexisted with the on the flames of the hearth. m seafarers, farmers, and
religion of the state. Some were traders), rather than of the

q o ruling class of patricians,
devoted to a pgrtlcular god . The Roman gods had human complementing the major
often one outside the conventional

4 : characteristics; they are often deities of the state religion.
pantheon; sometimes the fOIelgn depicted feasting, sleeping, or

god of a conquered people was engaging in bawdy drunkenness.

At Rome as elsewhere,
in order to understand
the society of the gods,
we must not lose sight
of the society of men.
Georges Dumézil
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RITUAL
LINKS US
TO OUR PAST

LIVING THE WAY OF THE GODS

IN CONTEXT

KEY MOVEMENT
Shinto

WHEN AND WHERE
8th century, Japan

BEFORE

From prehistory In Japan,
animist belief in nature spirits
blends with ancestor worship;
the emperors claim to be
descendants of the gods.

2nd millennium Bck In
ancient China, just rulers
are thought to be invested
with divine authority.

6th centuryce Buddhism
reaches Japan and begins
to attract followers.

AFTER
19th century Shinto becomes
the Japanese state religion.

1946 The Japanese emperor
renounces his divine lineage.
Shinto is disestablished, but
continues to be practiced.

hinto is the indigenous,
S traditional religion of Japan.

Some say that it is not so
much a religion as a Japanese way
of life, because it is so intrinsically
linked to the topography of the land
and its history and traditions. Its
origins can be traced to prehistoric
times in Japan, when animist
beliefs, with their respect for nature
and natural phenomena, prevailed.

As the universal belief system

of an isolated island nation, Shinto
had no need to define itself until
it was challenged by the arrival of
a rival religion, Buddhism, in the
6th century ce. The traditional
Japanese beliefs lacked complex
intellectual doctrines, allowing
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See also: Making sense of the world 2023 = Animism in early societies 24—25 = Beliefs for new societies 5657
= Devotion through puja 114—15 = The performance of ritual and repetition 158-59 = Jesus's divine identity 208

The world was created by the gods

‘ ‘ at the beginning of heaven and earth.

Great Japan is the Land of \y
the Gods. Here the Deity
of the Sun has handed
on her eternal rule.
Account of the |
Righteous Reigns of the \l/

Divine Emperors
Some kami are great creative beings, some are
, , natural forces, some are the souls of the ancestors.

(i — V

Buddhism and also Confucianism
to become influential in Japanese
theology and philosophy. In
response, the Japanese imperial \I/
court consolidated Japan's native
beliefs with a name—Shinto—
and in the early 8th century, at the
request of the Empress Gemmei,
the great Shinto texts such as the
Kojiki (“Record of Ancient Matters”)
and Nihon Shoki (“Continuing
Chronicles of Japan”) were compiled. | a great weight of tradition, sacred present, for example, as essences
These books recorded the oral beings called kami are prayed to of natural phenomena (such as
traditions of Japanese history and and honored. The word Shinto storms and earthquakes) and the
myth, alongside the lineage of the literally means “Way of the Divine geographical environment (rivers,
Japanese emperors, said to be Beings,” and Shinto is known in trees, and waterfalls, for example).
descended from the gods. They modern Japanese as Kami no Mountains, especially Mount Fuji,
also defined a body of ritual that michi, the “Way of the Kami.” are held to be particularly sacred.
has remained key to Shinto ever As entities, kami include gods,
since—perhaps more so than belief. | The essence of everything goddesses, and the souls or spirits
Shinto still permeates every aspect | The word kami means “that which of family ancestors (ujigami) and
of Japanese life, and its rituals, in is hidden” and can be translated other exceptional human beings.
which purification plays a key role, as god, spirit, or soul. However, in Shinto teaches that these kami
are performed in both spiritual and | Shinto belief, the term designates occupy the same material world
secular situations—for example, not only a vast range of divinities as people, rather than existing on
to bring success and good fortune to | and spirit beings, but also the a supernatural plane. They respond
sporting events, new car assembly spiritual energy or essence that to prayer and can influence events.
lines, or construction projects. is found in everything, and which However, unlike the divine beings
During these rituals, which carry defines that thing: kami are in many other religious traditions, »

It is full of sacred energies, or kami.

The kami created our nation and shaped our culture.
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kami, although godlike, are not
omnipotent: they have limitations
and are fallible. However, not all
kami are good—some can be evil
or demonic. But in their more
benign aspect, they possess
sincerity and a will to truth, or
makoto, and maintain harmony in
the universe through the creative
potency known as musubi.

Shinto’s creator gods
According to the Kojiki, at the
creation of the universe, the first
three kami emerged. These
included the Kamimusubi (divine/
high generative force kami), which
was too abstract to be a focus of
worship. However, after several
generations of formless kami, the
major Shinto gods appear: Izanagi
and Izanami, who created the
world, or “invited it into being.”
Many Shinto myths are devoted
to them and to the activities of
their offspring, Susanoo, the storm
god, Tsukuyomi, the moon god,
and Amaterasu, the sun goddess.
The kami represent the creators
of Japan, the very land itself (as
the spirits of its natural features
and natural forces), and those
who have gone before—Japanese

ancestors. The ritual worship of
these sacred beings therefore
confirms a powerful connection
to Japanese history and tradition.

Shrines and temples
A harmonious relationship between
kami and humankind is maintained
by praying and making offerings at
shrines and temples. On entering
a shrine, a ritual of purification is
performed. These rituals are central
to Shinto, for which ideas of purity
and impurity are very important.
Shinto does not have a concept
of original sin, but rather believes
that human beings are born pure,
only becoming tainted by impurity
later. The sources of impurity
are sin (acts within our control)
and pollution (things beyond our
control, such as disease or contact
with death). These impurities, or
tsumi, need to be ritually purified.
Purification rituals may take a
variety of forms, but ceremonial
hand washing and mouth washing
sequences are common to most.
Small shrines known as kami-
dona are found in many Japanese
homes, consisting of a small shelf
displaying objects used to honor
the ancestors and other kami.

66

As you have blessed the
ruler’s reign...so I bow down
my neck as a cormorant in
search of fish to worship you
through these abundant
offerings on his behalf.
Prayer to Amaterasu

99

Public temples and shrines may
be as large as a village, or as small
as a beehive. They are remarkable
for their simplicity; many originated
as sacred areas around natural
objects such as trees, ponds, or
rocks. Each Shinto temple has
a gateless entrance called a
torii, which usually consists of
a pair of uprights and a crossbar.
Typically, every temple also has
a wall where worshippers may post
wooden votive tablets that bear a
message to the kami, asking, for
example, for success in passing
an exam or help in finding a
suitable marriage partner.
Individual prayers at the
worship hall of a Shinto shrine
follow a set four-step process, after
the initial ritual cleansing. First,
money is put into an offering box.
Next, the worshipper makes two
deep bows before the shrine, then
claps their hands twice, and finally,
after concluding prayers, makes

Shinto priests may be male or female;
their white-clad assistants, or miko, are
often the daughters of priests. Traditional
costumes emphasize Shinto's connections
with Japan's great imperial past.
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one last deep bow. In addition to
prayer and offerings at shrines,
Shinto has celebratory festivals
known as matsuri, at which the
kami are honored and important
points in the agricultural year are
marked, such as rice-planting in
April. Correctly performed, Shinto
followers believe that these rituals
enable wa, the positive harmony
that helps to purify the world and
keeps it running smoothly.

Descended from the gods
The most revered Shinto temple is
that of Amaterasu, the sun goddess,
at Ise, on the Japanese island of
Honshu. The simple wooden shrine
has been rebuilt every 20 years for
the last 1,300 years; the action of
renewal is thought to please the
kami. Most Japanese people aim to
visit Ise at least once in their life.
The emperors of Japan were
traditionally regarded as the direct
descendants of Amaterasu (the
first emperor, Jimmu, who took
power in 660BcE, was said to be
her great-great-great-grandson),
and this became official doctrine
in the 7th and 8th centuries. The
codiflying of Shinto at this time not
only eliminated influences from

Man by nature is inherently
good, and the world in
which he lives is good. This
is the kami-world. Evil then
cannot originate in man or in
this world. It is an intruder.
Sokyo Ono

Rituals that please and propitiate the gods are among the
oldest in history, and still reverently attended to by followers
of Shinto. An offering of sushi to a fox-spirit or kitsune statue
should result in a prayer being carried to Inari, goddess of
plenty, and be rewarded with a fine harvest.

2—)!9

Buddhism, but also placed an
emphasis on the superior status
of the Japanese people in general.
This was used, in turn, as the
rationale for Japan's political and
military ambitions, especially
after the Meiji Restoration, which
returned imperial rule to Japan in
the 19th century.

The emperor and his court were
obliged to carry out ceremonies to
ensure that the kami watched over
Japan and secured its success, a
tradition that was maintained until
the end of World War II. Shinto’s
standing in Japan was transformed,
however, after the country lost the
war and was forced to make

concessions to the Allies. Viewed
by the occupying US forces as too
militaristic and nationalistic,
Shinto was disestablished in

1946, ceasing to be the official
state religion. In the same year,
Emperor Hirohito renounced his
claim to divinity. But while today
the emperor is no longer formally
regarded as divine, the imperial
ceremonies are still viewed

as important. Shinto’s strong
emphasis on order and harmony;
its regard for social norms, ritual,
and tradition; and its respect for
the emperor means that Shinto has
maintained its role as the bedrock
of conservative Japanese society. m

The origins of purification rituals

Purification rituals (harai) play
a key role in Shinto and are
believed to originate in a myth
involving Izanami and Izanagi,
the two creator gods. The female
of this pair, Izanami, is fatally
burned while giving birth to

the fire god, Kagutsuchi, so she
descends to Yomi, the land of
the dead. Grief-stricken, Izanagi
follows her there, but discovers
that she has eaten the food of
the underworld and is unable

to leave. Izanami begs Izanagi

not to look at her, but he lights

a torch and discovers her rotting
body crawling with maggots.

He flees to the land of the living
and bathes in the sea to purify
himself. The message of the
contaminating influence of

the dead is clear: Shinto regards
death as the ultimate impurity.
For this reason, Shinto priests
will not officiate at funerals,
which means that most funerals
in Japan are Buddhist, whatever
the beliefs of the deceased.




y WILL DIE

IN CONTEXT

KEY BELIEVERS
Vikings

WHEN AND WHERE
8th-12th centurycek,
Scandinavia

BEFORE

From prehistory Preserved
bog bodies such as Tollund
Man, found in modern
Denmark, suggest ritualized
human sacrifice. A pantheon
of Norse gods—the Aesir, led
by Odin—develops and is
widely worshipped across
northern Europe.

AFTER

13th century As Christianity
spreads across Nordic regions,
Viking beliefs begin to pass
into legend. To preserve them,
the Eddas, poetic compilations
of Norse myth, are compiled.

From 19th century In
Scandinavia and across
northern Europe, Germanic
neopagan movements that
venerate the Aesir are formed.

THE GODS

THE END OF THE WORLD AS WE KNOW IT

sense of doom runs through
A the Norse mythology of the
Vikings, for everything
in it leads up to one calamitous

moment, in which two gods—Odin,

the all-father, and the trickster,
Loki—bring an age-old conflict
between the gods and the giants
to its terrifying conclusion. This is

Ragnarok, the final battle, in which
gods will die and the world will be
utterly destroyed.

As punishment for having
duped Odin’s blind son, Hoder,
into slaying his brother, Baldr,
the shining prince of goodness,
Loki was chained to three rocks
for eternity. As he struggles to

Catastrophe and violence will signal the beginning of the end.

The barrier between the worlds of the living
and the dead will be breached.

)

In the twilight of the gods, the whole world will be destroyed. I

But a new world will arise, with new hope for humanity.

‘ In a mighty conflict, the gods themselves will die.
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The gigantic wolf Fenrir, here
swallowing Odin, was the offspring of
Loki's liaison with a female jétunn, one
of a race of giants at war with the gods.

free himself, the world will shake;
trees will be uprooted, and
mountains will fall. Loki will begin
to regain his strength, and nature
itself will start to go awry: a series
of terrible winters, with snow, frost,
and biting winds, will soon become
constant, with no summer at all.
There will be battles everywhere,
brother fighting against brother,
father against son, until the whole
world is ruined. When the chained

Fallen warriors were burned on
a pyre, as decreed by Odin. Weapons,
food, and tools were burned with
them for use in the afterlife.

god finally breaks free, the sky will
split open, Loki's monstrous wolf-
son Fenrir will swallow the sun,
and Loki will lead an army of giants,
monsters, and the dead from the
underworld, in a ship made from
the uncut fingernails of the dead.

Odin’s army retaliates

Odin is the god of poetry and
magic, but he is also the god of war
and battle, and it is from the slain
of the battlefield that he assembles
his army of dead warriors, the
Einherjar, to fight against Loki's
underworld horde.

Norse mythology is quite clear,
however, that even with this mighty
army, the gods are destined to be
defeated and destroyed in this
conflict. Odin’s son, the mighty
god Thor, will be killed by the huge
serpent Jormungandr, and Odin
will be devoured by Fenrir. Thor's
brother Vidar will step forward and
rip Fenrir in two by the jawbones,
but it will not be enough to save
either Odin or creation. The whole
world will be destroyed by fire,
and will subside beneath the sea.

The Viking heaven

Yet from this destruction a new
world will be born, as a new land
rises from the sea. One man and
one woman, Lifthrasir and Lif, will
survive the destruction. From them
a new race of humans will be born.
As for the gods, Odin’s sons Vidar
and Vali, and Thor’s sons Modi and
Magni, will be the only survivors of
the battle. They will be joined by
the slain Baldr the beautiful and
his blind brother Hoder, who were
tricked by Loki—both freed at

last from the underworld. m

The sun turns black,
earth sinks into the sea,
the bright stars vanish
from the sky.

The Eddas

Vikings who died of natural
causes faced the dismal prospect
of Hel, the cold, damp realm of

the dead. Only Vikings chosen to
die in battle by Odin’s valkyries

(a race of warlike, supernatural
females), or those selected for
sacrifice, could cross the rainbow
bridge to Asgard, home of the gods.
Half of those who had died in battle
belonged to the goddess Freyja and
went to the meadow, Félkvangr, to
be seated in her hall. Women who
died heroic deaths may also have

been eligible. The other half of
slain warriors belonged to Odin,
and they spent the afterlife in
Valhalla, the hall of the slain,
roofed with shields. There they
fought each other all day, but
arose unhurt at night to feast
on the meat of a magical boar
and drink the mead milked
from a magical goat. This was
to prepare them for the day
when they would march from
Valhalla to fight for the gods in
the final battle of Ragnarok.
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INTRODUCTION

Vedic tradition
begins to develop
in India, with ritual
offerings made
to the gods.

17008cE
1200-900scE

The four Vedas are
written. These are the
oldest Hindu scriptures
and most ancient
Sanskrit texts.

Brahmanic ideas
emerge, based on the
concept of Brahman,

the supreme power.

GTH CENTURY BCE

GTH CENTURY BCE

The first of the
Upanishads is
written, offering a
philosophical approach
to religion.

GTH CENTURY BCE

Mahavira becomes
a major figure
in establishing
Jainism.

The poet Valmiki
writes the Sanskrit
epic the Ramayana.

¢.500-1008cE

GTH CENTURY BCE

Siddhartha
Gautama, later
known as Buddha,
is born into a
Hindu family.

lhough Hinduism could
arguably be called the
oldest of living religions,

the term itself is a relatively modern
one, which gives a misleading
impression of a unified faith with
a single set of beliefs and practices.
Hinduism can trace its origins
to the Iron Age, but it is in fact
more a convenient umbrella term
covering most of the indigenous
religions of the Indian subcontinent.
Although these religions share some
characteristics, they vary greatly
in practice and encompass a wide
range of different traditions. In
some of these traditions, the
faith has remained substantially
unchanged since the earliest times.
While more than three-quarters
of the population of India identify
themselves as “Hindu,” today the
definition of such a range of loosely

connected faiths is as much
sociopolitical as religious. The word
“Hindu” (which shares its roots
with the name of the River Indus,
and of India) essentially means
“Indian.” It distinguishes the native
religions from those introduced to
the country, such as Islam, and
newer breakaway religions
such as Jainism and Buddhism.
The difficulty of defining
Hinduism was summed up in an
Indian High Court ruling in 1995:
“... the Hindu religion does not
claim any one prophet; it does
not worship any one god; it does
not subscribe to any one dogma;
it does not believe in any one
philosophic concept; it does not
follow any one set of religious
rites or performances; in fact,
it does not appear to satisfy the
narrow traditional features of

any religion or creed. It may
broadly be described as a way
of life and nothing more.”

Common beliefs
However, certain ideas have
remained central to virtually all
strands of Hinduism, in particular
the notion of samsara (the cycle
of birth and rebirth of the atman,
the soul) and the associated belief
in the possibility of moksha, or
release from this endless cycle.
The key to achieving moksha is
encapsulated in the word dharma,
which is variously translated
as “virtue,” “natural law,” “right
living,” or simply “appropriateness.”
Inevitably, this is subject to a
number of interpretations, but three
main ways of achieving moksha
have emerged, collectively known
as the marga. These are jnana-marga

n o
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The Yoga Sutras
—the key texts
of Yoga, a school of
Hindu philosophy—

Adi Shankara
establishes the
non-dualistic Advaita
Vedanta school of

Sri Ramakrishna
emerges as a leading
figure in the Hindu

Mahatma Gandhi
combines religion
and politics in his

peaceful opposition

to injustice and

are compiled.

2ND CENTURY BCE

2ND CENTURY BCE

The Mahabharata,
including the Bhagavad-
Gita (“Song of the Lord”),

offers role models
for Hindus.

Bhakti—a Hindu
movement with an
emphasis on personal
devotion—develops.

Hindu philosophy.

188-820 ce

GTH CENTURY CE

The Islamic
Mughal Empire is
founded, ruling
parts of India until
the arrival of the
British Raj in 1858.

reform movement.

183686

discrimination.

1869-1948
1788-1860

The German
philosopher Arthur
Schopenhauer begins
to incorporate Indian
beliefs into his
Idealist philosophy.

(knowledge or insight), karma-
marga (appropriate action or right
behavior), and bhakti-marga
(devotion to the gods). The marga
allow scope for a very wide range
of religious practices to suit the
different traditions, including

a variety of rituals, meditation,

yoga, and everyday worship (puja).

Concepts of god

Virtually all branches of Hinduism
accept that there is a supreme
creator god, Brahma, who with
Vishnu (the preserver), and Shiva
(the destroyer) form a principal
trinity, the Trimurti. However,
many traditions have their own
pantheons, or add local and
personal deities to the mix.
Confusingly, even the three major
gods (and a lot of the minor ones)
often appear in different guises.

And so, while it may seem that
Hinduism is a polytheistic religion,
in many traditions, it is truer to say
that adherents have a belief in a
Lord God, who is complemented
by the many minor deities who
have special powers or carry
particular responsibilities.

Sacred texts

The different Hindu traditions
have all been shaped by the four
Vedas, a collection of ancient

texts composed between 1200

and 900 BcE. The Brahmanas,
commentaries on the Vedas, and
later the Upanishads, provided a
theoretical underpinning of the
religion, while other texts—notably
the two Indian epic poems, the
Mahabharata and the Ramayana—
expanded on history, mythology,
religion, and philosophy.

One of the main characteristics of
these Hindu traditions is tolerance.
As a consequence of invasion, first
by the Greeks under Alexander the
Great, and later by Muslims and
Christians, Hinduism has adapted
and accepted some influences.
However, while some reform
movements emerged as a result of
colonial influences, collectively
labeling these connected religions
as Hinduism gave them political
clout and a focus for nationalism.
This came to a head in the
struggle for Indian independence
in the 20th century, with Mohandas
Gandhi famously advocating the
Hindu weapons of nonviolent
resistance and civil disobedience,
and thereafter establishing an
independent India in which all
religions are not only tolerated
but embraced. m
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IN CONTEXT

KEY SOURCE
The Vedas

WHEN AND WHERE
1500-500 BCcE

BEFORE

From prehistory Early beliefs
regard events as unpredictable
or at the whim of the gods.

1700 BcE Aryan races begin
a migration into the Indian
subcontinent.

AFTER

6th century Bce The authority
of the Brahmin class to perform
sacrifices is challenged by
both Buddha and Mahavira,
founder of the Jain movement.

6th century ce Devotional
Hinduism, or bhakti, becomes
popular; worshippers make
their own offerings in order to
develop a personal relationship
with the gods, an idea very
different from the establishing
of order by Vedic sacrifice.

here is, strictly speaking,
no single religion that
can accurately be called

“Hinduism”; this is a modern
Western term for the different
religions and spiritual philosophies
that have originated within the
Indian subcontinent. Nevertheless,
there are some basic features of
these religious ideas and practices
that are shared by the majority of
Hindus, and it is these ideas that
are grouped together under the
umbrella of Hinduism. In practice,
individual Hindus are free to
choose which deities they worship,
whether they do so at home or at a
temple, and how often they take
part in religious activities. But they
share a common social and religious
background that sets Hinduism
apart from other belief systems,
especially the monotheistic faiths.
In the same way as other
religions, however, Hinduism seeks
to explain how human life fits into
the universal context. Its rituals
and practices aim to address three
levels of relationship—person to
the divine; person to person;
and person to him or herself—and
how all of these relate in turn to
the universal order of all things.

The eternal cosmic order
Dharma, or “right way,” is
a key term for expressing what
Hinduism is about. In its original
form, sanatana dharma, it may be
translated from Sanskrit as “the
eternal order of things,” truth, or
reality. It expresses the idea that
there is an underlying structure
and meaning to the world; beneath
the complexity and apparently
random nature of events, there
are some fundamental principles,
and, underpinning these, a single,
unchanging reality. These ideas are
demonstrated in Hinduism in the
hierarchy of gods and goddesses,
each of whom expresses particular
aspects of a single truth.

The idea of an eternal order
also has implications both for the
individual and for society. Religion is
effectively a way of understanding
the place of humanity in the world.
If the world is capable of being
understood, and if it has a definite
hierarchy or structure, then, by
following that order, a person can
live in harmony with the rest of
society and with the universe as a
whole. A key feature of the forms
of religion that came together as
Hinduism was that, in following this

There is an underlying, rational
order to the universe.

This sense of order is acknowledged

when we perform sacrifices to the gods.

In the sacrifice, we learn our place in
this order and the right way to live.
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Hinduism is not just a
faith. It is the union of
reason and intuition that
cannot be defined but is
only to be experienced.
Radhakrishnan, The
Bhagavad-Gita

order, or dharma, a person may

be required to perform rituals and
make offerings to the gods (a form of
sacrifice) that are thought necessary
to maintain the sense of order.

Hindu ideas of time
Hindu thought sees time as cyclical,
with the universe already having
moved through three great cycles.
Each of these is said to have taken
millions of years; each coming
into being and then passing away.
Thinking of time as cyclical
has an important consequence for
religious thought. In the Western,
linear, concept of time it is possible
to think of everything as simply
the product of something else that
preceded it (the law of cause and
effect), and it is therefore natural to
wonder how the world began. This

By performing rituals in the
prescribed way, Hindus believe that
they are aligning themselves with
the rational ordering of the world and
becoming at one with it. The images
and actions are richly symbolic.

starting point is the only stage at
which linear theories of time require
some kind of input from outside the
world itself: something has to have
been responsible for setting the
great train of cause and effect in
motion at the beginning of time.

Conversely, in Hindu thought,
the ever-turning cycles of time
are contrasted with an eternal
and unchanging reality called
Brahman, which exists in and
through everything. Worldly time
runs in cycles, but Brahman is
timeless, the central force that keeps
the cycles moving; it is the eternal
reality that stands behind the
process of creation and destruction
that characterizes the world of
human experience.

If the great cycles of time are
utterly dependent upon a timeless
reality, then the right ordering of
this changing world depends on
awareness of that reality. This
logic gives rise to the idea that
one of the aims of religion is to
understand and maintain the
right ordering of the world.

Religious ritual and order
From perhaps as early as 1700 BcE,
and continuing over the next few
hundred years, there was a gradual
influx of Aryan people from Central
Asia into India. They brought

with them their pantheon of gods,
together with ideas that had
parallels with those of the Ancient
Greeks. The Aryans integrated
themselves into the Indus Valley
civilization of northern India, an
ancient society known to have had
its own religious traditions. There
is strong evidence to suggest ritual
bathing and worship of a great
mother goddess (p.100); other
artifacts found include cremation
urns and a seal depicting a horned,
cross-legged deity.

What took place was not a
sudden or overwhelming change,
but an intermingling of cultures.

In terms of religion, what emerged
was a tradition of sacrificial
worship and ritual that found
expression in the hymns of the first
great collection of Hindu sacred
literature, the Vedas. Within this »
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We concentrate our minds
upon the most radiant
light of the Sun god, who
sustains the Earth, the
Interspace and the Heavens.
Gayatri Mantra
Rig-Veda

new tradition, religious rituals
and sacrifices were considered
important, because they were
thought to maintain the order of
the cosmos. They also ensured
that participants understood their
place within that order and
aligned themselves with it.
Sacrifice was the primary rite
of the Vedic tradition. It was a
symbolic reenactment of the
creation of the world and invoked
deities who represented either
universal qualities, or different
features of the one, true reality. It
was through this worship that a
human fulfilled the most important
of human tasks: forging a link to
the divine. The ritual sacrifice was
believed not only to provide a
connection to the invisible realm,
but also to establish the right
ordering of things. In exchange for
the sacrifice, a human might obtain
protection from evil forces and
accrue worldly benefits—such as
better crops, good weather, robust
health, and increased happiness.
Sacrifice in this context simply
meant making an offering to the
gods, generally of food or drink.

Fire was an essential part

of any sacrificial ritual; fire was
thought to exist in both heaven and
earth, and thus have a divine
power that could reach the gods.

As the Vedic religion developed
it became important that the
sacrifices were performed by
the right people (the Brahmin
class) and in exactly the correct
form. Details of the hymns to
recite and actions to perform
were carefully prescribed.

Sacrificial ground needed to be
carefully prepared in a particular
area as recommended by the
ritualistic literature of the Vedas.
The texts also specified the right
wood needed to light the sacrificial
fire, and the type of vessel required
to hold the sacrificial offering (huti).
Priests were expected to feed the
sacrificial fire with offerings that
might include ghee, cereal, fruit,
or flowers, while chanting hymns
from the Vedas.

The sacrifice also needed to be
performed on an auspicious date. It
might be an offering to a particular
god or goddess, but especially
favored were Agni, Varuna, and

The drink of the gods

Indra. Agni is the god of fire; his
most important role is to manifest
as the fire that burns on the
sacrificial altar, destroying any
demons who may attempt to
disrupt the sacrifice. Varuna, the
god of the sky, water, and celestial
ocean, is also the guardian of rta—
the cosmic order. He is the most
prominent god of the Rig-Veda

(the ritual book of the Vedas),
responsible for separating night
and day. He is believed to have
created the waters, to prevent the
rivers and oceans from overflowing,
and to sustain the universe. Indra,
the god of thunder, rain, and wair,
is known for his indulgence in
soma, a sacrificial drink (see below);
securing his goodwill is considered
essential—he is locked in an
eternal struggle against the forces
of chaos and nonexistence, and

it is his efforts that separate and
support heaven and earth.

Gods as aspects of order

As Hinduism developed, the Aryan
gods of the Vedas were joined and
in many cases superseded by
others. Minor Vedic gods were also

The ritual drink soma appears
in the Vedas and the sacred
texts of Zoroastrianism, the
ancient Persian religion, which,
like Hinduism, has its roots

in very early Aryan cultures.
Produced by pressing the juice
from certain plants, it had
intoxicating, possibly stimulant
and hallucinogenic properties.
The Rig-Veda describes it as
“King Soma,” proclaiming: “We
have drunk soma and become
immortal: we have attained the
light the Gods discovered.” It
was prepared by priests as an

offering to the gods in order that
its energizing properties might
assist and inspire them, although
it seems likely that the priests
themselves also partook.

Fly agaric (Amanita muscari)
or psilocybin mushrooms may
have been the source of soma;
both are common inducers of
trance in shamanic rituals.
Marijuana and ephedra have
also been proposed, the latter
for its highly stimulating effects,
consistent with descriptions
of the god Indra downing soma
as a preparation for battle.




HINDUISM 97

The dance of Shiva represents

the cosmic cycles of creation and
destruction, the balance between
life and death. Shiva is the destroyer,
but also the transformer.

elevated to much more prominent
positions. Later Hindu literature
contains a huge range of gods and
goddesses, reflecting the blending
of different traditions and different
periods in the history of early
Indian religion. From these gods
there emerged a ruling triumvirate
responsible for the existence, order,
and destruction of the universe.
These three gods—the Trimurti,
or trinity—represent different
aspects of reality: Brahma, the
creator (not to be confused with
Brahman): Vishnu, the protector
and guardian of humanity; and
Shiva, the destroyer, or, he who
balances the forces of creation
and destruction.

The god Shiva is often
represented, in images and in
sculpture, as Shiva Nataraja, the
Lord of the Dance. Shiva's cosmic
dance is shown as taking place
within a circle of flames, which

You dwell in all beings;
you are perfect, all
pervading, all powerful
and all seeing. ..

You are the Life in all life,
yet you are invisible
to the human eye.
From a hymn to Vishnu

represents the ongoing process of
birth and death. He has four arms:
in his upper right hand he holds a
drum, whose beat brings about
creation, and in his upper left a
destructive flame; his lower

arms express a rhythmic balance
between creation and destruction.
His right foot is raised in the
dance; his left treads on a demon,
representing ignorance. This wild,
exuberant figure symbolizes perfect
balance in an ever-changing world.
Given that time is cyclical, Shiva's
destruction of the universe is seen
as constructive, in that it paves
the way for beneficial change.

The ordering of society

The classification of Indian society
into four main groups has, since
Vedic times, been based on the
concept of dharma, extending the
theory of the order and structure of
the universe to include the correct
ordering of human life and society.

Historically, it is probable that, with
the invasion of the light-skinned
Aryans, a contrast was established
between them and the darker-
skinned native inhabitants of India,
with the latter being treated as
inferior. This led to a social system
of four main classes, or varnas, a
word meaning “color.”

However, in Hinduism, this
historical explanation is overlaid
by a mythological account of the
origin of the class system. In the
Rig Veda there is a hymn to the
Divine Person (Purusha) in which
the body of a primal human being
is sacrificed and divided up to
create the four main varnas
or classes of people: Brahmin,
Kshatriya, Vaishya, and Shudra.
Brahmins are members of the
priestly class, who are said to
have been created from Purusha's
mouth. Kshatriya is the military
or administrative class, created
from Purusha’s arms, while »
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According to Hindu tradition,
the four varnas, or classes, were
formed from the various body
parts of Purusha, the primal man.

Kshatriyas
(warriors)

Shudras
(workers)

Brahmins
(priests)

Vaishyas
(merchants)

Vaishyas are members of the
merchant class, formed from
Purusha’s thighs. Shudra is the
class of the common working
people, hewn from Purusha’s
feet. Because they all come
from the single human reality,
Purusha, they are interdependent
and all have an essential part to
play in the ordering of society.
Their roles reflect their dharma
—their divine duty.

Members of the first three
varnas are said to be twice-born
in a sacred thread ritual, the
upanayana, which marks the
person’s acceptance of responsibility
as a Hindu. The ritual is generally
performed when, or soon after, a
child turns eight, and has the effect
of establishing his or her social
position. Below the four varnas
are those who find themselves
completely outside the class
system,; formerly called outcasts
they are now generally referred to
as Dalits, meaning “the oppressed.”

Class distinctions

The four varnas are sometimes
referred to as castes, but that is not
strictly accurate. The Indian caste
system is based on an equally
ancient way of classifying people,
broadly in terms of their occupation.
There are a very large number

of such classes, or jati, each with a
corresponding social status. The
two different approaches seem to
have become entangled as Hindu
society developed in the later Vedic
period (from around 10008cE), and
the crucial differences between
them became blurred.

Under the varna system the
different social classes are all
essential to to the right ordering of
the world; since everyone comes
from a single primal human figure,
Purusha, everyone depends upon
one another. Only the Brahmins
were portrayed as a superior class
—understandably, given that in the
Vedic literature they are the ones
empowered and authorized by
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All living entities have
different characteristics
and duties that distinguish
them from one another.
Bhavishya Purana
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tradition to, literally, maintain the
sense of order in the universe. By
contrast, the caste system was
discriminatory, emphasizing
separation as being necessary in
order to avoid “pollution”: higher-
caste people began to fear that
they would be contaminated by
contact with a low-status person.
The caste system encouraged
social fracturing, with rules
forbidding people of different castes
to mix together and especially to
marry. This divisiveness was
recognized in the Constitution

of India, drawn up in 1948,

which prohibited discrimination
against lower castes, although
popular prejudice has taken
longer to eliminate.

Personal versus social

In the 6th century BcE, wandering
teachers within India, such as
Buddha and Mahavira, became
critical of the formal and class-
bound nature of Vedic worship.
They welcomed followers from any
class, and all were treated equally.
These teachers argued for an
emphasis on personal insight
rather than inherited privilege.
They also rejected the authority of
the Vedas, and were therefore




branded as unorthodox. But by
around 500BcE a definite shift in
the way religion was viewed
throughout Hindu society had
taken place. Rather than being
seen as a means of maintaining
order, it now seemed to offer a way
to escape the bondage of physical
life by achieving a purely spiritual
existence. Seeking liberation
from, rather than alignment with,
the established order became
paramount. And in the centuries
that followed, the Hindu tradition
embraced the idea of personal
devotion as a means of liberation,
and worship became a matter
more of personal engagement than
simply the correct performance of
sacrifice. Over time, personal
forms of devotion and ritual
developed, so much so that shrines
became a common feature in
people’'s homes, and a Brahmin
was no longer required to enable
acts of devotion to take place.

Religion and society

In the Vedic period, religion was
focused primarily on the individual
finding his or her place within the
universe, and within society, and
living in the way that had been

Not by birth is one an
outcast; not by birth is one
a Brahmin. By deed one
becomes an outcast, by deed
one becomes a Brahmin.
Buddha on the varnas

determined for that individual,
according to the varnas; it had,
therefore, both a personal and

a social dimension, as well as
an apparently rational system
for prescribing how the personal
and social interacted.

This early phase of Hinduism
highlights an issue for all religion,
namely whether it should be based
mainly on the individual, or on
society as a whole. Religions are
embedded within society, and it is
sometimes difficult to distinguish
truly religious ideas from beliefs
and attitudes that arise from the
political or cultural milieu within
which the religion developed.

It is also the case that religious
rules and traditions may be used
by a ruling elite to maintain
their own position.

Even posing the question
of whether religion should focus
on the individual or society is
problematic, for it implies that
a personal experience of religion
is more valid than the social. m

The concept of varna may need
redefining in order to be workable in
21st-century India where newly defined
roles and nontraditional careers
challenge existing hierarchies.
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The sacred literature
of Hinduism

Hindu scriptures fall into two
categories, distinguished by
the names sruti and smriti.
The term sruti, which means
“that which is heard,” is used
to describe Vedic literature,
which was heard by priests
and scholars through the
process of revelation, or of the
realization of undoubted truth.
This canonical knowledge was
then passed down via the oral
tradition from one generation
of Brahmins to the next.

There are four collections
of Vedic hymns, composed
over a period of 1,000 years.
The first, thought to date
back to 1200BcE, is the
Rig-Veda. Associated with
these, and also sruti, are
the Brahmanas, which
provide instructions about
the performance of ritual; the
Aranyakas, which outline
discussions on meditation and
ritual; and the Upanishads,
which provide philosophical
interpretations. Vedic sruti
literature is the ultimate
authority for Hindus.

The term smriti, which
translates as “that which
is remembered” is used to
describe the remaining Hindu
literature, notably the great
epic poems, the Mahabharata
and the Ramayana. While
not having the same status
as sruti, because they are
not thought to be divinely
inspired, these texts are
nonetheless important
because they are open to
interpretation. This significant
strand of Indian literature
is still hugely influential and
includes the Bhagavad-Gita,
probably the most popular
of all Hindu scriptures.




. THE DIVINE
' HAS A FEMALE
ASPEGT

THE POWER OF THE GREAT GODDESS

IN CONTEXT

KEY TEXTS
The Vedas

WHEN AND WHERE
From 1700sBcE, India

BEFORE

3000 &cE Figurines dating to
this time found in the Indus
Valley suggest the worship
of a fertility goddess.

AFTER

5th-3rd century Bce The
Puranas, ancient Hindu texts,
celebrate female power, and
the goddesses described as
consorts of the gods in the
Vedas begin to gain their
own followings.

300-700cE Tantric rites

use images of coupled male
and female deities as a focus
for meditation, and Shaktism
becomes a fully fledged
devotional branch of Hinduism.

¢.800cE Adi Shankara
composes Saundaryalahari
(“Waves of Beauty”), a hymn to
Parvati and her sexual power.

hile in many faiths the
image of the divine has
been mainly masculine,

Hinduism has many goddesses,
who represent creativity, fertility,
or power. The general term for the
feminine divine force is Shakti,
which means “to be able.” Shakti
is personified in Maha Devi, the
divine mother or “great goddess.”
She represents the active power of
the divine, as well as its nurturing
force, and in the Hindu school of
Shaktism she is worshipped as the
supreme deity. The great goddess
takes on many different forms, each
expressing particular qualities.

In her aspect as consort to Shiva,
for example, Shakti may appear

as gentle, loving Parvati, but she

is also Kali and Durga—terrible
and threatening.

The coiled serpent

As well as being the creative power
of the divine, Shakti represents the
feminine element within the self.
Hindus believe that our sexual
energy and life force (kundalini)
resides like a coiled serpent or

Lakshmi, goddess of good fortune,
beauty, and fertility, is the consort of
Lord Vishnu. She has four arms and
hands, with which she dispenses
material and spiritual gifts to devotees.

sleeping goddess at the base of the
spine. Awareness and development
of this force through yoga can be a
form of spiritual release. Sometimes
practiced physically, more often
through meditation, these Tantric
rituals are used to enhance the
union between a person’s male

and female elements. m

See also: Physical and mental discipline 112-13 = Devotion through puja 114-15
= Buddhas and bodhisattvas 152—57 = Shaktism 328




IN CONTEXT

KEY SOURCE
The Upanishads

WHEN AND WHERE
6th century Bck, India

BEFORE

From 12008cE The Vedas
provide texts and instructions
for rituals used exclusively

by the brahmins, or priests.

AFTER

6th century sBck In India,
traveling teachers, among
them Buddha and Mahavira,
attract their own disciples.

From 1st century BcE Six
distinct schools of Hindu
philosophy, known as the
Darshanas, develop.

800cE Adi Shankara founds
four famous mathas, or

monastery schools, to teach
the ideas of the Upanishads.

1500 ck Sikhism takes its
name from the Sanskrit word
shishya, “student of the guru.”

SIT UP GLOSE
TO YOUR GURU

HIGHER LEVELS OF TEACHING

religious teachings and truths

to everyone? In Hinduism
there are different levels at which
the religion can be understood and
followed. Its earliest texts, the
Vedas, and the commentaries on
them that followed, provided the
texts, prayers, and instructions
for the performance of sacrifices
and other public acts of worship.
Later, the epic, often action-packed
stories of the gods, the Ramayana
and the Mahabharata (p.111),
were used for popular devotion.
But by the 6th century BcE, another
body of literature—the Upanishads
—had developed, offering access
for the initiated to a higher plane
of spiritual knowledge.

I s it realistic to offer the same

Difficult concepts

The word “Upanishad” means

“to sit up close,” and it applies to
teachings that are restricted to
those who are accepted for religious
study by a guru, or teacher. The
Upanishads focus on abstract
concepts concerning the nature

of the self and of the universe.

In particular, the texts argue

that there is a single universal
reality, Brahman, which can

be known only by thought and
the analysis of experience. The
Upanishads thus added a highly
philosophical dimension to Indian
religious discussion. The idea

of sitting up close to your guru
implies that there are levels

of teaching which, by probing
religious ideas for truths that are
universal and rational, can give
new depth to conventional beliefs. m

On Earth, those who
achieve greatness achieve
it through concentration.
The Upanishads

See also: The ultimate reality 102-105 = The self as constantly changing 148-51
= The Protestant Reformation 230—-37 = The Darshanas 328
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BRAHMAN IS
MY SELF
WITHIN

THE HEART

THE ULTIMATE REALITY

IN CONTEXT

KEY SOURCE
The Upanishads

WHEN AND WHERE
6th century Bck, India

BEFORE

From 20008cE The idea of

a soul that can be separated
from the body is present in
some early Indo-European
beliefs, but describes a spirit
that carries the essence of the
individual rather than a soul at
one with an ultimate reality.

AFTER

¢.400BcE Indian philosophy
influences ancient Greek
thinkers. Plato posits a
supreme being from which
all other living beings derive.

1st century Buddhist sage
Nagasena rejects the notion
of a fixed self, following
Buddha's teaching that all
things exist in a state of flux.

he Upanishads are a series
Tof philosophical texts, the

earliest of which had been
composed by the 6th century BcE.
They record the highest level of
teachings, reserved for the finely
trained, meditative minds of
Hindu sages or gurus. Their central
concern is the nature of the self; in
effect they argue that to understand
the self is to understand everything.

Western philosophy has

traditionally taken two positions
on the nature of the self. For the
school known as dualist, the self is
nonphysical and distinct from the
body. Whether it is called the soul
or the mind, it is the thinking and
feeling aspect of what we are—the
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See also: Animism in early societies 24-25 = Man and the cosmos 48—49 = Seeing with pure consciousness 116-21
= Man as a manifestation of God 188 = Mystical experience in Christianity 238 = Sufism and the mystic tradition 282—83

Conventionally, we tend
to think of ourselves as
distinct from our bodies
and separate from the
rest of the world.

Therefore our true self
is identical with
the invisible, absolute
reality, Brahman.

But if we analyze
material objects in
terms of their smallest
elements, we end up with
an absolute reality
that is invisible to
even the largest
of microscopes.

If this is true of
all objects in the
world, it must also be
true of ourselves.

“I” that experiences the world. It

is this “I" that absorbs sensory data
and makes sense of it. Materialists
(or physicalists), on the other hand,
argue that only physical things
exist, therefore the self is no more
than a way of describing the
activity of the brain.

Within Hinduism, however, the
Upanishads explored a view that
differs from both of these Western
approaches. In these texts, the self
is described as having three parts:
a material body; a more subtle body,
which is made up of thoughts,
feelings, and experiences; and
a pure consciousness, called
the atman. The atman, it is claimed,
is identical with the absolute,

impersonal reality, Brahman.
Therefore, although we may
experience ourselves as separate,
small, and vulnerable individuals,
our true selves are actually at one
with the fundamental reality

of the universe.

The self as nothing

The Upanishads express the idea
of atman by way of dialogues and
images. One of the most famous is
from the Chandogya Upanishad.
It is a dialogue between the sage
Uddalaka Aruni and his son,
Svetaketu. The sage asks the boy
to bring and cut open a fig. When
his father asks him what he sees
inside it, the son replies, “Seeds.”

The sage then asks his son to
divide one of those seeds, and
describe what he sees inside
that. The answer is “nothing.”
The sage then points out that the
whole great fig tree is made of
just such “nothingness.” That is
its essence, its soul, its reality.
And, the dialogue concludes,
“That is you, Svetaketu!”

The statement, “That is you!”
(in Sanskrit, “Tat tvam asi!”), is
probably the most famous in all
Hindu philosophy. It rests on the
idea that analysis of any apparently
solid object will eventually arrive
at an invisible essence, present
everywhere, which is Brahman.
This applies to everything, from a
fig to the human self. Beyond the
physical and mental aspects of
the self, Hinduism says there is
something greater, the atman, which
can be nothing other than Brahman,
the single, absolute reality. There
is no distinction between us and
this ultimate divine reality. »

Microscopy has helped science to
conclude that an entire human being is
made from DNA—Dbut does this include
what we think of as our self?
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An endless cycle of lives is what lies
before us, unless we can be released
from the suffering of reincarnation
through the realization of the true
nature of atman or Brahman.

Understanding Brahman
The Upanishad dialogue about the
fig seed is followed by a second,
which attempts to give us some
sense of what Brahman might be
like. A bowl of water is brought and
the son is asked to taste the liquid
from different parts of the bowl. It
tastes pure throughout. Salt is
then dissolved in the water. Now,
although the appearance remains
the same, all of the water tastes of
salt. In the same way, Brahman,
the absolute reality, is unseen but
present everywhere.

The Mundaka Upanishad uses
a different image for Brahman. Just
as thousands of sparks fly from a
large fire and then fall back into it,
so innumerable beings are created
from Brahman, “the imperishable,”
or “Great One,” which is described
as unborn, breathless, mindless,

and pure—but bringing forth
breath, mind, and all the senses.
“Its heart is the whole world. Truly,
this is the Inner Self of all.”

In this understanding, the way
we experience the world through
the senses, viewing it as consisting
of objects separate from ourselves,
is not the absolute truth; there is a
reality that underlies and sustains
everything, which is invisible and
within our innermost self.

Karma and reincarnation
In the earlier Vedic religion, it was
believed that the act of offering
sacrifices to the gods maintained
the sense of order in the universe.
The Upanishads internalized that
process. They claimed that reality
is to be found as an absolutely
simple, still point, deep within the
self. And that reality is universal,
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All this is Brahman. ..
He is my Self
within the heart,
smaller than
a corn of rice. ..
Chandogya Upanishad
14th Khanda
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not individual. Just as making a
sacrifice in the correct way was
thought to align the self with the
universal order, so being aware
of Brahman as the true self is to
align yourself with reality itself.
Hindus believe that karma
(actions) produce consequences
—Dboth good and bad—not just
in the external world, but also for
the person who performs them.
Hinduism developed an idea of
reincarnation in which the self
takes on a succession of bodies
over the course of many lifetimes.
The form each life takes is
determined by karma from the
previous life. However, knowledge
that “atman is Brahman” can
release a person from the constant
cycle of birth, death, and rebirth
(which is known as samsara).
Karma is generated by the actions
of the physical body and the
subtle mental body (such as an
individual's thoughts and feelings),
but the person who is aware of the
atman, and therefore of Brahman,
residing deep within the self, will
transcend the level of the two
bodies (physical and subtle mental)
at which karma operates.
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When many candles
are kindled from another,
it is the same flame
that burns in all candles;
even so, the one Brahman
appears to be many.
Sage Vasishtha

Although Hindus hope that, by
generating good karma, they will
improve their prospects in future
lives, there is always the threat that
bad karma will lead to them being
reborn into a lower caste, or as

an animal. However, this is not

as important as it first appears,
because moving on to another life
(good or bad) is not viewed as a
final goal in Hinduism. Unlike in
monotheistic religions, in which
the prospect of life beyond death
is a promise to be welcomed, in

Death and beyond

Hinduism the aim is to be released
from the suffering that inevitably
arises from living and dying in one
life after another.

A conscious intuition
The arguments presented by the
Chandogya Upanishad’s stories
about the fig seeds and the salt
water are logical. In a sense, they
are no more than scientific analysis
of matter, but presented in the
language of a prescientific age.
Today, the equivalent would be
to say that everything is comprised
of subatomic particles, energy,
and the fundamental forces.
However, the purpose and
implication of the Upanishadic
dialogues and modern science are
quite different. In the Upanishads,
reasoned argument is not an end
in itself, but a means of leading a
person to an intuition that goes
beyond words. The logic of the
argument for the identity of
atman and Brahman represents
no more than the starting point for
understanding them. The aim of
the Upanishads’ teachings is to
encourage students to internalize
and meditate on the arguments
until the reality that they suggest

If the self, or soul, is nonphysical
and therefore separable from the
physical body, the possibility of
surviving death and living on in
another form becomes logically
possible. Most Western religions
see each individual soul as being
created at a particular point in
time, but capable of living on
indefinitely following the death
of the body. Hindu thought sees
the self as timeless, having no
beginning, and identified with
the single, undifferentiated

reality. This self takes on physical
form in a succession of lives,
which is the idea of reincarnation.
For Western monotheistic
religions, the issue is whether the
soul is genuinely separable from
the body, and how, if separated,
it might maintain its identity. For
Hindus, the issue is to intuitively
grasp that this self and this life
are only a part of something
much larger, and that the self is
one with the fundamental reality
of the universe.

is directly experienced—in a
way that goes beyond reason
and language. This wordless
awareness is said to produce a
state of bliss (ananda).

It could be argued that a self
formed by sense experience and
reason alone would suffice for the
purposes of a human life. This
was challenged by the sages who
produced the dialogues of the
Upanishads. The Katha Upanishad
uses a chariot as an analogy of the
self. The senses are the chariot’s
horses and the mind is its driver.
But riding in the chariot is the
atman. The implication of this
image is that, for someone whose
whole awareness is limited to
reason and sense experience,
the onward rush of the chariot
is without purpose, since it lacks
a passenger who is making the
journey. That is what the intuition
of the atman restores.

Hinduism does not see gaining
consciousness of the atman as easy.
It can occur only after other possible
identities have been examined and
discarded as inadequate. It is not a
fact to be learned, but an intuition
that can gradually inform a person’s
conscious awareness. m

Concealed in the heart
of all beings is the
Atman, the Spirit,

the Self; smaller than the
smallest atom, greater
than the vast spaces.
Katha Upanishad
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IN CONTEXT

KEY TEXT

The Dharma-shastras
WHEN AND WHERE

5th century Bck, India
BEFORE

From prehistory Many early
belief systems have age-related
rules and rites of passage.
From 17008cE The Vedic
religion includes a tradition

of ascetic discipline, but
emphasizes social duty as the
central goal for most people.

THE FOUR STAGES OF LIFE 6th century sce As ideas

about reincarnation and
liberation become more
prominent in Hinduism;
more people reject society
and family life and choose
the path of the ascetic.

AFTER

Today The majority of Hindus
remain for most of their lives in
the householder stage.

notion that there are aims in

life, and correct ways of living
that might secure these aims.
Hinduism proposes that life has
several main goals: dharma (right
living); the linked concepts of artha
(wealth) and kama (pleasure); and
moksha (liberation). The pursuit
of dharma—Iiving as duty obliges
—Lkeeps a person on the righteous
path. The search for wealth and
pleasure leads people to learn
valuable lessons, as well as
producing children, supporting the
family, and being in a position to
give alms. The final goal, moksha,
is a liberation from the concerns
and things of the earthly world.

Implicit in all religions is the
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See also: = Self-denial leads to spiritual liberation 68—71 = A rational world 92-99 =
Middle Way 130-136 = The purpose of monastic vows 145

Selfless action 110—11 = Finding the
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In the first stage of life, students
are expected to study the Vedas
under instruction from a guru.

N

As a householder, a man is expected to
marry, have children, and work
to support family and others in society.

V

With the birth of a grandchild, some
may retire from active work and

take time to reflect and advise.

mn—

Vv

A few men may take the final step of

becoming a wandering ascetic.

By the 6th century Bce two very
different traditions in Indian
religion existed. Most people in
India followed the Vedic tradition,
offering sacrifices to the gods and
hoping for a life of wealth and
pleasure, moderated by the moral
and social principles encoded in
dharma. However, others had
become attracted to a different
lifestyle—that of the wandering
ascetic, committed to serious
physical and mental discipline in
order to achieve spiritual liberation,
and shunning both wealth and
pleasure. This ascetic tradition,

known as shramana (a Sanskrit
word that translates as something
like “to work at austerity”) was very
influential in the development of
both Buddhism and Jainism. The
Dharma Sutras—sacred texts on
the rules of correct behavior—
suggested that a person who had
studied dharma (virtue or right
living) was essentially faced

with three possible paths: the
continued study of the Vedic texts
as the principal goal in life; a life
seeking wealth and pleasure; or the
renunciation of everything in order
to become an ascetic. The last

choice was not an uncommon one in
Hindu society at this time; the most
famous example is that of Buddha,
who abandoned his privileged life as
Prince Siddhartha Gautama, leaving
his wife and baby son in order to
become a wandering teacher.
However, the position of the
followers of the shramana tradition—
that asceticism was more spiritually
valuable than the seeking of artha
(wealth) and kama (pleasure)—
placed them in opposition to Vedic
tradition. For around a thousand
years, the Vedas had been used to
teach that seeking material comfort
and personal fulfillment were noble
goals in life, if correctly pursued.
So, was it necessary to choose
between such radically different
paths? Or might it be possible for
a person to enjoy the benefits of
all four traditional goals?

Having it all

In about the bth century BcE,
further commentaries on dharma
known as shastras offered a new
approach: instead of making one
final choice, a person might work »

66

Of Brahmins, Kshatriyas
and Vaishyas, as also the
Shudras, O Arjuna, the duties
are distributed according to
the qualities born of their
own natures.

The Bhagavad-Gita

99
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66

When one renounces all the
desires which have arisen in
the mind...and when he
himself is content within his
own self, then is he called a
man of steadfast wisdom.
The Bhagavad-Gita
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toward different goals in succession,
as they moved through four stages of
life, or ashramas: student, house-
holder, retiree, and renunciate, or
ascetic. The correct aims in life,

and correct behavior, would not

only depend on the individual’s
varna, or social class (pp.92-99),

but would also vary with the stage
reached in life.

Not everyone is thought able to
travel through these four stages.
Women are (usually) excluded, as
are Shudras (the laboring class) and
those outside the class system
(Dalits, or untouchables). Only men
from the highest three varnas—
Brahmins (priests), Kshatriyas
(soldiers or protectors of the state),
and Vaishyas (merchants and
farmers)—undergo the rite, in which
they are about eight years old, known
as the sacred thread ceremony,
where they are “twice born,” and
begin their journey through life.

Learning and living

The first stage of life is that of the
brahmacharya, or student. The
boy attends a gurukula (a school)
where he studies Vedic literature

with a guru, or teacher. He learns

about dharma—right living—in an
academic way, together with history,
philosophy, law, literature, grammar,
and rhetoric. Education traditionally
continues until the age of around

25 or 30, and during this stage,

as well as showing respect to
parents and teachers, students are
expected to abstain from sexual
activity, sublimating all their
energy into their learning.

At the end of his education, a
Hindu man is expected to marry
and have a family. This is the start
of the grihastha, or householder,
stage, during which every man is
expected to be economically active,
supporting not just his wife and
children, but also elderly relatives.
Traditional Indian households often
include three or four generations
who pool their income and use a
single kitchen. This extended family
tends to be organized on hierarchical
lines, both for men and women.
Householders are also expected to
offer support to ascetics.

The householder upholds the
duties of his dharma and his varna
(class), but, unlike in the other
three stages, part of his duty is the
pursuit of artha (wealth) and kama
(desire), including sexual pleasure
and procreation. To describe this
stage of life as one in which wealth
and pleasure are the primary goals,
however, may give a distorted
view of its obligations, for it involves
caring for the extended family
and offering hospitality.

Withdrawal from the world
The third stage of life of is that of
vanaprastha—rietirement. This
traditionally begins with the arrival
of the first grandson. Originally,

it involved becoming a “forest
dweller,” opting for a simple life of
reflection into which a man could
retire with his wife—although, at
this stage, ceasing to have sex.

Today it is generally a matter of
letting go of overall responsibility
for business and financial matters,
allowing the next generation to
take over, but also having time
to study and offer wise advice.
Most Hindus never get beyond
the retirement stage to reach that
of the ascetic; they are only allowed
to enter the fourth stage of life
once they have fulfilled all their
obligations to their family. This is
the point at which the individual
sets aside all worldly concerns and
ties, and devotes his life to the
pursuit of final release (moksha).

A combined formula

The four stages of life combine
with a person’s class in a single
concept that defines morality and
lifestyle: varnashrama-dharma,
literally the right ordering of life
(dharma) according to one'’s class
(varna) and stage in life (ashrama).
As a formula for prescribing how to
live correctly, it is very different to
those of other religions, where one

A man measures fabric in his place
of business. During the householder
phase of life a man is expected to
pursue wealth and provide for his
family and for his extended family.
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The various spiritual obligations of Hinduism
could seem difficult to fulfill in one lifetime. However,
by delineating four separate life phases, each with

a different focus and with specific duties to perform
for a limited period, the task seems more achievable.
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set of moral commands applies
equally to all. It is a moral system
that recognizes flexibility and
difference in people’s circumstances.
It also aims to prevent pride in those
of the higher classes, who must
undergo a disciplined education

in order to develop self-detachment
and prepare them, mentally, to
relinquish their worldly gains and
responsibilities in later life. It
confers value on the labors of

the householder, recognizing that,
both economically and practically,
those in the second stage of life
support everybody else. And it gives
dignity to the elderly, with the final
letting go of practical and domestic
responsibilities seen as a positive
opportunity for spiritual growth.

In the modern world

Until very recent times, the extended
family has been the dominant model
throughout Hindu society, forming
the background against which men
lived out the four stages, with their
moral and spiritual principles. In this
traditional scenario, women do not
feature in the first or last stages

of a man’s life, and marriage is
considered to be a contract between
families, rather than a matter of
romantic attachment. If a new wife
is to be introduced to an extended
family home, it is clearly problematic
if she is not well suited to the man
in terms of dharma, varna, or his
ashrama. This explains the origins
of certain Hindu social attitudes
and traditions—for example, the
arranged marriage—but many of
these now clash with the outlook of
some Hindus brought up in a more
individualized and secular society.
Hinduism is to a large degree
more about practice than belief,
and it is closely bound up with
ideas about age and class.
Western concepts of individual
rights and equality do not sit
easily alongside some of the early
Hindu teachings, and with the
Westernization of attitudes, greater
social mobility in modern India,
and the practice of Hinduism in
communities globally, it remains
to be seen whether the the four
stages will remain a viable
model for Hindu life. m

Moral principles

Hinduism has five broad
moral principles: ahimsa (not
killing), satya (speaking the
truth), asteya (not stealing),
brahmacharya (sexual
continence), and aparigraha
(not being avaricious). The
way each of these is practiced
depends on the stage of life. For
instance, celibacy will not be
practiced by householders,
whose duty it is to have
children. These principles
define external morality, but
there is also a tradition of inner
cultivation to practice during all
stages of life, which involves
the pursuit of five qualities:
cleanliness, contentment,
pure concentration, group
study, and devotion to God.
The five qualities reflect the
progression from the early
Vedic tradition, based on
ritual, to a religion of personal
spiritual development and
devotion, which developed
many centuries later.




IN CONTEXT

KEY SOURCE
The Bhagavad-Gita

WHEN AND WHERE
2nd century BCE, India

BEFORE

From 17008ceE Dharma—the
right way of living to preserve
universal order—is a central

feature of early Hindu thought.

6th century Bce Buddha
upholds the concept of
unselfish action, but teaches
that all killing is wrong.

3rd century Bck The Indian
emperor Asoka incorporates
nonviolence and compassion
toward all people into his rule.

AFTER
From 15th century Sikhism
includes the duty to protect

the weak and defend the faith.

19th-20th century
Mahatma Gandhi develops
the strategy of passive
resistance as a nonviolent
weapon against injustice.

IT MAY BE YOUR
DUTY TOKILL

SELFLESS ACTION

T he Bhagavad-Gita is an
ancient Hindu scripture
about virtue and duty. It
tells of a dialogue between Krishna
(an incarnation of the supreme god
Vishnu) and the warrior-prince
Arjuna. Arjuna is about to go into
battle against another branch of his
family in a dispute over who should
rule the kingdom. As a member of
the kshatriya class (the military

or ruling elite), it is his duty is

to fight. Yet he despairs of killing
some of those on the other side—
his relatives or those whom he
respects as great teachers.

In the opening section of the
Gita, Arjuna says that he would
rather give up the struggle over the
kingdom than be involved in the
slaughter. Not only does the idea of
killing members of his family and
his teachers go against his deepest
inclinations, but he also fears that
it will have negative consequences,
creating bad karma for all involved
(in Hinduism, killing a relative is
thought to lead to the downfall of
a family and rebirth in hell).

Arjuna is caught between two
apparently conflicting principles:
should he do his duty as a member
of the warrior class or avoid the
disastrous karmic consequences

of killing? Advice comes from his
charioteer, who turns out to be
none other than the god Krishna.

Krishna tells Arjuna that he
should do his duty and fight. The
act of killing would only create bad
karma if it was done for the wrong
reasons—out of hatred or greed,
for example. The ideal is for the
individual to do his or her duty,
whatever it is and however much it
goes against personal inclinations,
but to do it with selfless motives.
Not only will such action not cause
harm, but it will be a step toward
personal liberation.

Krishna argues that personal
motives are what count when
considering any type of action.

66

By fulfilling the obligations
he is born with, a person
never comes to grief.
Krishna

99
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I despair at the thought
of going to war.

I do not wish to kill those
I love and respect.

I grieve that my kindred
and teachers will die.

But if T kill will I not
have sinned?

Krishna reassures Arjuna that
killing is the duty of a righteous
warrior in a just war.

You are a prince: it is
your duty to fight.

o —

Your feelings are
immaterial; put them
aside and do your duty.

P

The self is immortal and
eternal, so it is wrong to think
that anyone will die.

—

It is only by forgoing
your duty to fight in a just
war that you would sin.

He applauds the willingness

to act dutifully out of selfless
motives, setting aside any selfish
preferences. Krishna then gives
Arjuna a second reason for going
into battle: the self is immortal and
passes through a succession of
incarnations, so no one is really
killed. Only the body dies; the soul
will live again in a different body.

A context of change

When the Gita was composed, there
were two very different streams of
religious thought in India. The older
of the two, dating from the early

Vedic period, promoted social order
and duty as the basis of morality.
However, it had been challenged by
newer philosophies—particularly
the Buddhist and Jain religions—
in which not killing was the first
precept and foundation of morality.
This represented a departure from
the Vedic class system and its
traditional obligations. Arjuna’s
dilemma reflects that clash of moral
priorities, and Krishna's advice

is an attempt to maintain class
obligations in the face of criticism
from philosophies centered on the
idea of karma and reincarnation. m

The epic poems

The teaching on selfless duty
is just one of the themes to be
found in the Bhagavad-Gita,

a work noted for the beauty
of its imagery and language.
It is part of the Mahabharata,
an epic poem that chronicles
the rivalry between two
branches of one family.

The other great Hindu epic
is the Ramayana, which tells
of the relationship between
Prince Rama and his wife Sita,
through her kidnap by the
demon Ravana. Its narrative,
has a wonderful, much-loved
cast of characters.

These epics offer a positive
view of the brahmins and
Vedic sacrifices, and highlight
the dire consequences of royal
rivalry. They explore moral
dilemmas and celebrate human
qualities, presenting role
models for Hindus to follow.
Both epics were created over a
long period, probably starting
in the 4th or bth century BcE.

Ravana, the vengeful demon
king and villain of the Ramayana,
is played by a dancer in a
production of the Ramayana

in Kerala, Southern India.




IN CONTEXT

KEY TEXT
The Yoga Sutras

WHEN AND WHERE
2nd century BcE, India

BEFORE

Before 1700 BcE An Indus
Valley clay tablet showing a
person sitting cross-legged
suggests a yoga posture.

1000 BcE Indian Ayurvedic
medicine analyzes the body
and promotes exercise.

6th century Bce Daoism and
Buddhism promote mental
and physical discipline as
aids to harmony and insight.

AFTER

12th century In Japan,
Zen Buddhism refines the
pursuit of mental stillness
and focused thinking.

20th century In the West,
yoga becomes popular in a
secular context for its physical
and mental health benefits.

THE PRAGTIGE OF
YOGA LEADS TO
SPIRITUAL LIBERATION

PHYSICAL AND MENTAL DISCIPLINE

he Sanskrit word yoga
is used to describe a
range of practices, both

physical and mental, which are
used to help achieve spiritual
insight and escape the limitations
of the physical body.

Ideas about yoga are found
in the 6th century BcE in the early
philosophical Hindu texts known
as the Upanishads, and there is
a section on yoga in the ancient
Sangkrit scripture, the Bhagavad-
Gita. The first systematic account
of yoga is found in the Yoga Sutras.
Some scholars attribute this text to
the philosopher Patanjali, who lived
in the 2nd century Bce. However, it
is now generally agreed that it was
written between the 2nd century ce
and the 4th century ce by more than
one author, and that it includes
traditions and practices from earlier
periods. The Yoga Sutras comprise
a set of techniques to promote
mental calmness and concentration,
which are deemed necessary for
gaining greater insight.

Physical postures and breath control
techniques are used in yoga to still
both body and mind. More advanced
techniques can lead to the attainment
of higher consciousness.

Although originally devised for
those who had taken an ascetic
path, yoga was later developed
as a set of practices that could be
used by everybody. The physical
postures and techniques for
breath control are not an end in
themselves. They aim to calm
the mind and make it singular

in its focus—single-pointed. The
mind can only become calm once
the senses have been controlled.
It is only then that inner freedom
and insight may arise.

A path to release
According to the Yoga Sutras,
yoga enables the practitioner to
avoid mental afflictions, such as




See also: Aligning the self with the dao 66—67 = Seeing with pure
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Both body and mind must be calm and focused
to be freed from earthly concerns.

Body and mind influence one another.

Thoughts and feelings
can affect our
physical well-being.

Posture and control
can promote
mental alertness.

Combining both mental and physical discipline
with yoga will help us escape our limitations.

ignorance, ego-centered views, and
extremes of emotion. It also offers
freedom from the “three poisons”

of greed, anger, and delusion (a
goal that Buddhism shares).

The Yoga Sutras set out the
practice of yoga in eight steps. The
first two are preparatory and show
the context in which yoga becomes
effective. First is the practice of a
morality of restraint, particularly of
ahimsa (not taking life). The second
focuses on personal observances,
such as the study of philosophical
works and contemplation of a god
in order to gain inspiration. The
next three steps aim to control the
body and senses: adopting physical
postures (asanas) to control the
body, controlling breathing, and
withdrawing attention from the
senses. Finally, there are three
mental steps: concentrating the
mind on a single object, meditating

on that object, and arriving at a
state of absorbed concentration.
These steps are progressive,
leading to the final release from
a mundane awareness of self and
world, with its mental afflictions,
into a higher consciousness.
Today, yoga is widely practiced
as a healthful physical regime that
also promotes inner calm. But it is
important to remember that in the
context of Hindu religion, the term
yoga encompasses disciplines and
practices not only of posture, but of
morality, meditation, knowledge,
and devotion, and that taken
together, their aim is to release the
true self or consciousness (purusha)
from the entanglements of matter
(prakriti), thereby restoring it to its
natural condition. So, while many
in the West think of yoga as a form
of physical exercise, for Hindus it
is a path to ultimate freedom. m
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A godless philosophy

Yoga does not require belief
in any external deity, but is
a natural process of clearing
away the entanglements of
physical experience, releasing
the true self to realize its
identity with the absolute. But
this makes sense only in the
context of the philosophy upon
which it is based—Samkhya.
One of the oldest schools
of Indian philosophy, Samkhya
argues for an absolute dualism
of prakriti (matter) and purusha
(pure consciousness). Some
philosophies contrast the
physical with the mental,
but Samkhya sees the mind
as a refined form of matter.
A person therefore comprises
three elements—a physical
body, a worldly self (with all
its mental activity and sense
experience), and a pure and
eternal self, which is identified
with the eternal purusha,
and is free and beyond any
limitations of time and space.
In Samkhya, rather than
devoting the self to any god,
the aim is to release the
self to appreciate its pure
spiritual nature, freed from
the limitations of the physical,
and the vehicle that is used
to achieve this is yoga.

Yoga is the practice of
quieting the mind.
Patanjali




IN CONTEXT

KEY MOVEMENT
The development of bhakti

WHEN AND WHERE
6th century ck, India

BEFORE

From prehistory Making
offerings before images of
deities characterizes worship
in many cultures.

From 17008cE In Vedic
religion, as in other early
civilizations, a priestly class
performs religious rites on
behalf of the people.

6th century Bce The
Upanishads introduce more
abstract concepts to Hindu
religious thought.

From 2nd century Bck In
Mahayana Buddhism, images
of buddhas and bodhisattvas
(enlightened beings) are used
as devotional aids.

AFTER
15th century Sikh worship
is based on devotional songs.

WE SPEAK TO THE
GODS THROUGH
DAILY RITUALS

DEVOTION THROUGH PUJA

here has always been
an element of ritual and
worship in Hindu religion.

In the earliest traditions prescribed
by the sacred Vedic texts, it was
vital that sacrifices made at the
sacred fires be performed in
exactly the right way, and solely

by the brahmins or priestly class.
However, in the early centuries ck,
the approach to worship became
less exclusive, and this evolved
into the practice of bhakti (loving
devotion). Temples were built
housing images of the gods, which
could be visited by worshippers,
and gradually, alongside the
priestly rituals connected with
birth, coming of age, marriage, and
death, there developed a tradition
of making personal acts of worship,
or puja, to the deities that was
open to all, irrespective of class.

Honoring the gods

Puja involves making a simple
offering—vegetarian food, incense,
or flowers—before the image of a
god or goddess. It can take place
in a temple or in the home, and the
people performing it often mark
their foreheads with powder or
paste in acknowledgment of the
act of puja and the blessing of

A devotee performs puja by
offering food to the image of a deity,
as if enticing it to eat. Images such
as this are believed to be filled with
the deity's spiritual energy.

the deity that results from it. At the
end of an act of puja, worshippers
may receive any food that has been
offered. The nature of the offering
is less important than the intention
behind the offering. Sometimes it
is enough simply to go to a temple
and look at the image of the deity.
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The Vedas said that the
rituals performed by
brahmins were important to

maintain the world order.

But it is possible to speak
to the gods directly, without
recourse to a priest.

Through devotion and
offerings, we can develop
personal relationships
with the gods.

Through puja, people can both pay
respects to the gods and ask favors
of them. Hindu gods are frequently
referred to according to the tasks
they perform, such as “Ganesh,
remover of obstacles.” This enables
Hindus to choose the goddess or
god most appropriate to the help
they need, and to ask them for it
through puja. However, puja is not
always connected with personal

requests and thanksgiving. It may
be performed by a large gathering
of people at a festival, such as the
Durga Puja. This annual, nine-day
celebration of the goddess Durga,
who embodies the female aspect
of divine power, commemorates her
slaying of Mahishasura, the terrible
buffalo-demon. Devotees make
offerings, say prayers, sing hymns,
dance, fast, and feast in her honor.

Vishnu's nine forms of worship

In the Ramayana, Vishnu, in the
form of Rama, describes nine
modes of bhakti “guaranteed

to reach and please me.” “First
is satsang, or association with
love-intoxicated devotees. The
second is to develop a taste for
hearing my nectarlike stories.
The third is service to the guru.
Fourth is to sing my communal
chorus. Japa or repetition of my
Holy name and chanting my
bhajans are the fifth expression.
To follow scriptural injunctions

always, to practice control of
the senses, nobility of character,
and selfless service, these are
expressions of the sixth mode
of bhakti. Seeing me manifested
everywhere in this world and
worshipping my saints more
than myself is the seventh.

To find no fault with anyone
and to be contented with one's
lot is the eighth. Unreserved
surrender with total faith in

my strength is the ninth and
highest stage.”

Divine love
In worship, the god or goddess
(made visible in his or her image,
or murti) is seen as a person with
whom the worshipper can have
a relationship. Through bhakti,
the devotee develops an intense
emotional bond with a chosen
deity; the divine is then seen
as dwelling within the heart of the
devotee. Bhakti came to dominate
Hinduism by the 12th century:
temple worship involved singing
and dancing, and the relationship
between the devotee and his or
her god or goddess was likened
to a relationship between lovers.
Although practiced widely,
many forms of bhakti were
particularly focused on the god
Vishnu (see below left), who is
depicted in the great epics of the
Ramayana and Mahabharata as
coming down to earth to help
humankind in the guise of one of
his many avatars (embodiments
of a god). The eighth avatar of
Vishnu is Krishna, whose followers
see bhakti as the highest path
toward liberation. m

With hearts filled with
love. . .all should satisfy me
frequently with tears of love
flowing from their eyes and
with voices choked with
feelings and with dancing,
music, and singing.
The Devi-Gita
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IN CONTEXT

KEY FIGURE
Adi Shankara

WHEN AND WHERE
788-820, India

BEFORE

6th century Bce The
Upanishads describe Brahman
as the ultimate reality.

4th century Bcke The Greek
philosopher Plato contrasts the
objects of sense experience
with reality itself; in some later
Platonic thought, this ultimate
reality becomes identified with
a “transcendent One,” or God.

2nd century ce Nagarjuna
founds the Madhyamaka
school of Buddhist philosophy,
which is centered on the key

idea of emptiness.

AFTER

13th century Soto Zen aims
to go beyond awareness of
the world of sense experience
with the development of

pure consciousness.

hrough the work of
the Indian philosopher
Adi Shankara, a branch

of Hindu philosophy known as
Vedanta (“the end of the Vedas”)
developed in the 9th century. It
sought to systematize and explain
material found in the ancient
scriptures of the Vedas, and to
explore the nature of Brahman

as discussed in the philosophical
works, the Upanishads (the last
section of the Vedas).

There are various branches of
Vedanta, but the one established
by Shankara is called Advaita
(non-dualist) Vedanta. It states
that there is only one reality, even
if we may experience it in different
ways. This non-dualist belief
lies in contrast to later forms of
Vedanta in which the deity
assumes a personal role.

Shankara argued that human
reason is limited to the objects
of sense experience: that is, it
is not possible to get outside or
beyond the senses to see the world
as it really is. Even within the
world of experience it is possible
to be mistaken, because all sensory
knowledge is ambiguous. To use
Shankara’'s example, a coil of rope

may be mistaken for a snake, or
vice versa. Further, a person may
know it is possible to be fooled by
what is seen, heard, or touched—
but what if the whole enterprise
of gathering information from the
senses is itself a form of illusion?

An unknowable Brahman?
The Upanishads had taught

that there is a single ultimate
reality, Brahman, with which

the innermost self, the atman,

is identified. However, the
problem is that Brahman is

not an object of sense experience
because it is not part of reality
(as worldly objects are)—it is
reality itself. Ordinary objects
can be known because they are
distinguished from one another
by qualities that the senses can
detect. Brahman, by contrast,
because it has no physical
attributes, cannot be grasped

by rational interpretation of what
is known through the senses.

So what should be made of
the idea of a supreme being, or
of the divinities used in religion?
There appears to be a profound
difference between what the
Upanishads have to say in terms

Our knowledge of the world comes via
the senses, so it is always liable to error.

The world of our conventional

We know Brahman—absolute reality—

knowledge is an illusion.

not through our senses but directly,
as identical with the atman,
our inner self or soul.

Absolute reality is not known

through the senses.
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The problem for the Advaitin
is to solve how from the
pure Brahman the impure
world of men and things
came into existence.
T.M.P. Mahadevan

99

66

Brahman is real;
the world is an illusory
appearance; the so-called
soul is Brahman itself,
and no other.
Adi Shankara

99

of philosophical argument and
what is actually practiced in
the Vedas, in terms of gods and
goddesses that are addressed
in worship. How, for example,

can Brahman be both personal
(knowable) and impersonal
(unknowable) at the same time?
How, if it is eternal and absolute,
can it be described in any way?

Shankara’s answer
Shankara attempts to answer
these questions by making a
distinction between nirguna
Brahman (unqualified reality),
known only through pure
consciousness, and saguna
Brahman (qualified reality), which
is more like the traditional idea

of a God who exists and acts in
the world. Brahman remains the
same reality, but can be known
in different ways. One means of
expressing this is to say that there

In Shankara’s philosophy, human
reason is limited to the information we
gather with our senses; a different kind
of knowledge, or understanding, is
needed to grasp absolute reality.

is nothing in the world that is not
Brahman—it is the basic reality;
however, there is also nothing that
is Brahman: there is no separable,
knowable object that corresponds
to the idea of Brahman. To explain
this, Shankara offers the example of
the sun shining down on a number
of pots, all of which are filled with
water: each pot offers its own
particular reflection of the light of
the sun, and yet there is still only

one sun. How then might Brahman
be known? Shankara’s answer lies
in the identity of Brahman and

the atman, the innermost self of
pure consciousness. He states

that Brahman cannot be known
externally, via the senses, but

can be known internally, because
it is our innermost essence.

Consciousness
and knowledge
Shankara proposes that there
is a single reality, but two very
different ways of understanding
it. From the conventional and
pragmatic standpoint, we have the
world of sense experience, with
all its variety. From an absolute
standpoint, however, we need to
recognize that the experienced
world is unreal: it is an illusion.
We can therefore only experience
the ultimate reality, free from
illusion, through an awareness that
comes from pure consciousness.

It is possible that Shankara
took this idea of the two levels of
truth from Buddhism, in which a »
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Shankara proposed that
the world of the senses is
an illusion and that we
impose our ideas upon our
environment, causing us, for
example, to see things that
may not be present.

&

similar distinction was being
made at this time between
pragmatic and absolute truth.

For both Hindu and Buddhist
thought, this distinction
represented a necessary step

in bringing the fundamental
philosophical ideas of religion
together with actual practice.
During the first millennium,
religious practice had been moving
increasingly toward devotion to
various gods and goddesses (or,
in the case of Buddhism, different
bodhisattva images), each of
which was regarded as reflecting
a true aspect of reality. For both
Hinduism and Buddhism, this
was not an attempt to denigrate
conventional religion, but to set it
in a broader philosophical context.

Not quite an illusion

The most obvious way to describe
Shankara’s view of the world is
that he regards it as an illusion

(maya), although his claim is
slightly more subtle than that.
Shankara suggests there are two
levels of reality, which are both
false in some way: the apparent
world (which we appear to see
and touch around us), and the
pragmatic world (which is a view
of the world according to our own
preconceived notions). While

the apparent world is derived from
our senses’ interpretation, the
pragmatic world is derived from
our minds projecting outward,
imposing our ideas upon our
environment (such as organizing
a spiky green shape into “a leaf”).
However, both of these ideas of the
world are incorrect since they are
only our representations of the
world. So we can say that the
world of our experience is an
illusion, but not that the world
itself—beyond the knowledge
given by the senses—is an
illusion. The world of the senses is

66

This world is transitory. One
who has taken birth in it
is living as if in a dream.

Nirvana Upanishad

99

maya (illusion). Shankara's
philosophy is described as non-
dualist because of this; there are
not two different realities—the
world and Brahman—but just one.

When a person becomes aware
of the identity of atman (the true
self) and Brahman (a single reality),
there follows a recognition that the
conventional self, as an object
among other objects in the world,
is partly an illusion. Enlightened
awareness is a realization of what
we have been all along—the
atman of pure consciousness; and
compared with this idea, the ever-
changing and superficial physical
body is relatively unreal.

The gods point the way
The distinction between nirguna
and saguna Brahman (unqualified
versus qualified reality), and the
contrast between knowledge
gained through sense experience,
and understanding acquired
through pure consciousness, are of
fundamental importance—not just
for an understanding of Hinduism,
but for religion in general.

These distinctions suggest
that there are two levels of religion.
At a popular level there may be
devotion to a chosen deity (as
in the bhakti tradition), and the




portrayal of gods and goddesses
as having particular qualities

or acting within the world.
However, this devotion is no
more than a preliminary step on
the path toward knowledge and
liberation. Liberation can only
be achieved through the mental
discipline required for a level of
meditation that leads to insight.
And that insight, for Shankara,
is of a single reality; there is no
separate world of the gods. This
means that if there is only one
reality that is knowable through
inner consciousness, then no
religious ceremonies are
necessary, all a person needs

to do is develop insight through
the practice of meditation.

It is tempting to say that
Shankara promotes philosophy
rather than religion, but that would
not be strictly true: the quest
for an awareness of the unity of
atman and Brahman requires
disciplines of meditation that
are more of a religious exercise
than a philosophical questioning.
The sort of self-control required for
insight is not merely intellectual.
Shankara’s approach allows

The pure truth of Atman,
which is buried under Maya
[...], can be reached by
meditation, contemplation,
and other spiritual disciplines
such as a knower of
Brahman
may prescribe. ..

Adi Shankara

him to draw together two very
different traditions into a single
system: the religious ceremonies
of the Vedas and the later
commentaries on them; and the
mental discipline of the ascetics,
who saw themselves as beyond
the stage of religious rituals.

Science and reality

Modern scientific theories are
based on the premise that the
universe is comprised of objects,
structures, events, and sense
experiences that are measurable
and knowable. However, such
theories—although considered
by many to provide a reliable
way to understand the world—
often reflect only scientists’
interpretation of the phenomena
they examine and are always
open to modification. The world
of sense experience, for example,
even when explored at the limits
of scientific knowledge, is just an
approximation of reality, measured
through the tools available, as
opposed to reality itself.

In addition, the scientific
methods used in attempting to
discover reality may actually
interfere with and influence the
nature of what is observed. For
instance, the very act of observing
and measuring an experiment at
quantum level can significantly
alter the outcome.

What science may perceive
as truth or reality would, in
Shankara’s philosophy, still be
considered an illusion, on
the grounds that there are two
completely different levels of truth,
and that gods and scientific laws
alike can only approximate to
an ultimate reality beyond both
reason and sense experience.
Instead, pure consciouness can
only be achieved by transcending
illusion through meditation. m
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Adi Shankara

Adi Shankara, the founder of
the Advaita Vedanta tradition
of Indian philosophy, was
born in 788 into a Brahmin
family in Kerala, and trained
under a guru (teacher) from the
age of seven. He later moved
to Varanasi, where he gained
his first followers, and then
to Badrinatha, where, aged
only 12, he is believed to have
written a commentary on

the Brahma Sutras.

Shankara became a guru
and attracted many followers.
He was also instrumental
in a revival of Hinduism and
establishing a number of
monasteries. Shankara died
at the age of 32. A number of
works, mainly commentaries
on the Upanishads, have
been attributed to Shankara.
His philosophy, which offered
a systematic development
of the Vedanta tradition in
the Upanishads, remains
a major contribution to
Hindu doctrine.

Key works

8th century The Brahma Sutra
Bhaysa

8th century The Crest-Jewel
of Discrimination

8th century A Thousand
Teachings




IN CONTEXT

KEY FIGURE
Sri Ramakrishna

WHEN AND WHERE
19th century, India

BEFORE

From 3rd century Bck As
Buddhism spreads, devotional
images and practices diversify.

6th century The bhakti
tradition in Hinduism accepts
that the divine can be
worshipped through

any number of images.

15th century Guru Nanak,
founder of Sikhism, opens his
new religion to all who love one
God, regardless of class and
traditional faith distinctions.

AFTER
20th century Interfaith
dialogue becomes common.

20th century A plethora
of new religious movements
offer a spiritual path open to
all, irrespective of cultural
and religious background.

0 MANY FAITHS,
S0 MANY PATHS

GOD-CONSCIOUSNESS

e

Each person on a spiritual quest may worship a particular god
or follow a particular path or religion.

N

But just as the different Hindu gods and goddesses all represent
different aspects of Brahman, so different religions are all
ways to approach a single spiritual reality.

It is better to allow each person to follow their own
religion than try to convert them from one religion to another.

he idea that all religions
lead to the same God
was put forward by

Sri Ramakrishna, a 19th-century
mystic who practised bhakti
(Hindu religious devotion) and
followed the philosophy of Advaita
Vedanta, as originally taught by

Adi Shankara (p.121)—built
around the notion of of a single
underlying reality, Brahman,

with which the self (atman) is
identified. The starting point for
Ramakrishna’s thinking was the
idea that, in meditation, a person
comes to appreciate the divine
within, and that, to whichever god
or goddess they might be devoted,
there is only one spiritual reality.
Therefore, within Hinduism, each
person is free to worship in his or
her own way, while recognizing




See also: The ultimate reality 102-105 = Class systems and faith 302—-303
= Cao Dai aims to unify all faiths 316 = A faith open to all beliefs 321

We believe not only in
universal toleration, but we
accept all religions as true.

Swami Vivekananda

that ultimately there is only one
“Holy Power” (Brahman). To
Ramakrishna, this suggested that
it might be possible to experience
all religions in just this same,
internal or personal way, and
therefore all spiritual paths might
eventually lead to the same goal.

An inner transformation
What Ramakrishna understood
by this is illustrated by his claim
that he became a Muslim for a
short period. He immersed himself
in the teachings of Islam and
described the manner in which
he performed Islamic prayers, so
that, for a time, he felt he really
possessed the Muslim faith, and
did not even experience any desire
to look at Hindu temple images.
The majority of Muslims would
not consider this to be a valid
experience of Islam, given that
he did not engage with its cultural
and social practices. However, for
Ramakrishna, this entirely internal
experience led him to conclude that
any inner journey of self discovery
will enable a person to identify
with what Ramakrishna's disciple
Vivekananda would later describe

as the “eternal ideal of the spiritual
oneness of the whole universe.”

For Ramakrishna, if religion means
a process of internal transformation,
and if God represents the ultimate
reality, it follows that, using
whatever set of religious ideas

are available, an individual can
follow a path that is bound to
converge with all others who are

on a similar quest. Ramakrishna
believed that an individual could
encounter “the God within” through
any religious tradition, and that this
transcended any external, cultural,
or doctrinal differences between
religions. He therefore concluded
that a truly religious person should
think of all other religions as paths
that all lead to the same truth.
Rather than attempting to convert
people from one religion to another,
each person should be encouraged
to follow his or her own religion,
allowing a natural spiritual
convergence to take place. m

An imam performs the Muslim call
to prayer within the National Cathedral
in Washington D.C. during an interfaith
service attended by a joint Christian,
Jewish, and Muslim congregation.
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Sri Ramakrishna

Born Gadadhar Chatterjee
into a poor brahmin family in
Bengal in 1836, Ramakrishna
became a priest in a temple
dedicated to Kali just outside
Calcutta, where he became
well known as a charismatic
figure. From an early age, he
experienced religious trances,
and saw the goddess Kali
everywhere, as mother of the
universe, even dancing before
her image in an ecstatic state.

In 1866 a Hindu Sufi
initiated Ramakrishna into
Islam. He is said to have
followed that faith for a few
days, as well as possessing
an image of Christ upon
which he meditated.

His ideas were spread
and given more systematic
form by his disciple, Swami
Vivekenanda (1836-1902), who
emphasized that the Hindu
religion was not a matter
of trying to believe certain
doctrines or philosophical
propositions, but instead one
of entering into an experience.
Vivekananda presented these
ideas to the World Parliament
of Religions in 1893. He also
established the Ramakrishna
Movement to promote
Sri Ramakrishna's work.




IN CONTEXT

KEY FIGURE
Mahatma Gandhi

WHEN AND WHERE
1869-1948, India

BEFORE

From 6th century Bce
Ahimsa or nonviolence is the
key ethical principle of the Jain
and Buddhist religions.

3rd century BcE The Emperor
Asoka converts to Buddhism
and initiates social reforms
inspired by nonviolence.

2nd century Bck The Hindu
Bhagavad-Gita explores the
dichotomy between ahimsa
and the duty of the warrior
class to fight in a just war.

AFTER

1964 The Baptist minister
Martin Luther King preaches
the use of nonviolent means
to oppose racial inequality
in the United States.

NONVIOLENGE
IS THE WEAPON
OF THE STRONG

HINDUISM IN THE POLITICAL AGE
e —|

racial discrimination in South
Africa that Gandhi coined the
term satyagraha—"holding on to
the truth.” It was to become the
key theme of his campaigns of
nonviolent civil disobedience,
both there and later in India.
Although raised a Hindu,
Gandhi was deeply influenced
by Jainism, with its emphasis on
nonviolence and the welfare of all
creatures. However, he was opposed
to the idea that, in the face of social

I t was while working to oppose

injustice, a person should simply
retire into private spirituality and
avoid confrontation. Hinduism had
long been divided between those
who thought that they should follow
their social duty, as determined

by their class and stage of life,

and those who opted out of society
in order to follow an ascetic path
of personal religious discipline.
Gandhi felt committed to seek
political and social justice, while
at the same time maintaining the
fundamental ascetic value of

Inactivity and detachment allow social
injustice to continue unchecked.

But violence only leads to retaliation and
further violence, which is self-defeating.

Therefore social and political change is best achieved
through nonviolent protest and a determination to
stand by the truth, whatever the consequences.
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God is truth. The way
to truth lies through
nonviolence.
Mahatma Gandhi

nonviolence. He also saw the
self-destructiveness and futility
of opposing violence with violence.
He believed that an individual
could only genuinely seek the
truth by discounting his or her
social position and self-interest.
He therefore argued that the way
to oppose injustice was to have the
courage and strength to hold on to
the truth, whatever the personal
consequences—and for him that
included years spent in prison. He

Mohandas Karamchand
(*Mahatma’) Gandhi

regarded noncooperation and civil
disobedience as “weapons of truth”
that an individual or society should
not be afraid to deploy, provided that
negotiation had failed. To accept
the consequences of our actions is
a sign of strength, if accompanied
by the moral certainty of the truth.

Love all, hate no one

Gandhi emphasized that ahimsa
(nonviolence) should be taken in
its most positive sense: in other
words, that it should mean the
cultivation of love toward all, as
opposed to simply abstinence from
killing. This philosophy had further
social and political consequences,
since it must entail support for

the oppressed. So, for example,
Gandhi championed the cause of
those who were outside the caste
system and called “untouchables”
since they were considered to

be ritually impure. He regarded
“untouchability” as a crime against
humanity. It was later outlawed

in India. He also argued strongly
for religious freedom and against
all forms of exploitation.

Born in 1869 in Porbandar, India,
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi
(known as “Mahatma” or “great-
souled”) qualified as a lawyer in
London. After a brief time back in
India, he spent 21 years in South
Africa giving legal support to the
Indian community, during which
time he launched a program of
passive resistance against the
compulsory registration and
fingerprinting of Indians.

In 1914, he returned to India,
where he opposed injustices
imposed by the British rulers.
During the 1920s, he initiated
civil disobedience campaigns for

Unfortunately, the last year of
Gandhi's life saw bloodshed and
mass displacement as Muslim
Pakistan was separated from Hindu
India. However, his teachings,
notably his legacy of nonviolent
protest, spread globally, inspiring
many of the world’s leaders and
political movements, including
antiapartheid in South Africa
and civil rights movements in
the US, China, and elsewhere. m

A lone protestor defies tanks near
Tiananmen Square in Beijing, in an
image that became a global icon for
the principle of passive resistance.

which he was imprisoned for
two years. He continued to
promote similar campaigns, and
suffered a further term in jail.
He wanted to see an India free
from British rule, in which all its
religious groups could have a
stake, and when independence
was finally agreed in 1947, he
opposed the partition of India
because it conflicted with his
vision of religious unity.

Gandhi was assassinated
in Delhi in 1948 by a Hindu
fanatic who accused him of
being too sympathetic to the
needs of the nation’s Muslims.
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Siddhartha
Gautama
(later known as
Buddha) is born
in northeast
India.

¢.563 Bce

BTH CENTURY BCE

Different branches of
Buddhism evolve as
the religion spreads
across Asia.

The First Buddhist
Council is held in
the year following

Buddha's death.

BTH CENTURY BGE

ATH CENTURY BCE

Buddhist Council
is held, resulting in

Emperor Asoka
of India converts to
Buddhism and calls
the Third Buddhist
Council.

SRD CENTURY BCE

The Second

the first schism
in Buddhism.

3RD CENTURY BCE

Buddhism spreads
to Sri Lanka and
Burma, and probably
into Central Asia.

A collection of the teachings
of Buddha, the Pali Canon,
is written down in Sri Lanka
and forms the basis of
Theravada Buddhism.

1ST CENTURY BCE

1ST CENTURY CE

Mahayana
Buddhism emerges
in India, with an
emphasis on the
bodhisattva ideal.

uddhism is regarded
by some as more of a
philosophical system

than a religion because it does
not explicitly involve a god or
gods. Its origins are also atypical:
its founder, Siddhartha Gautama,
the Buddha (“awakened one”),
based his teachings not on any
mystical vision or appearance,
but on conclusions he reached after
a long period of experience and
thought—enlightenment, rather
than revelation. Gautama neither
affirmed nor denied the existence
of deities, since they were irrelevant
to his ideas, but some branches of
Buddhism have since become
more theistic, even if deities are
not central to their practice.

The India in which Gautama
grew up was dominated by the
Brahmanic religions, and

incorporated Hindu belief in the
idea of samsara—a soul caught

in an eternal circle of birth and
rebirth. Buddhism proposed a
radically different view of how

the cycle could be broken. Instead
of relying on Hindu religious
practices, such as worship and
ritual, Gautama advocated a
change of lifestyle; instead of
sacred texts giving divine
guidance and authority, Buddhism
offered its founder’s teachings as
a starting point for meditation.

Basic tenets

The doctrine of Buddhism was
passed by word of mouth, at first

to Gautama's immediate group of
followers, and then through the
teachers of the monastic order

that he founded. It was not until the
1st century Bcg, hundreds of years

after his death, that Gautama’s
teachings first appeared in
written form, in the Tipitaka. This
was written in Pali, a Sri Lankan
dialect, rather than Sanskrit,
the language of the scholars.
The so-called Pali Canon was
followed by commentaries, such
as the Mahayana Sutras, which
interpreted Buddha's teaching.
What Buddhism lacked in
theology, it made up for in its
analysis of the reasons a soul
might get caught up in samsara;
it explored how one could achieve
enlightenment and nirvana—the
ultimate extinction of desire,
aversion, and disillusionment.
Gautama explained that the main
obstacle to escape from the cycle of
samsara was human suffering,
caused by desires and attachments
that can never be satisfied. He set
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Vajrayana,
or Tantric, Buddhism
develops in India, from
the Theravada tradition.

The Mahayana
Sutras are
composed.

1ST—5TH CENTURIES CE

3RD CENTURY CE

Buddhism begins to
flourish in China.

ATH—5TH CENTURIES

Theravada Buddhism

TTH CENTURY

Mahayana Buddhism
is adopted in Tibet,

with an emphasis on
imagery and ritual.

spreads from Sri
Lanka into Burma,

Thailand, Laos,

and Cambodia.

111H—13TH CENTURIES

12TH CENTURY

The decline of
Buddhism accelerates
as the Indian
subcontinent is
invaded by Muslims.

Zen Buddhism
emerges in Japan from
the Chinese tradition of
meditation Buddhism.

127H—13TH CENTURIES

197H CENTURY

Western
philosophers such
as Schopenhauer

begin taking an
interest in Indian
religions.

out “Four Noble Truths"—the
central doctrine of Buddhism—to
explain the nature of suffering and
how it could be overcome: dukkha
(the truth of suffering), samudaya
(the truth of the origin of suffering),
nirodha (the truth of the ending

of suffering), and magga (the truth of
the path to the ending of suffering).
This last Noble Truth alludes to

the Middle Way—the lifestyle
advocated by the Buddha, which is
simple in concept but hard to attain.

Spread and diversification
Buddhism spread rapidly from
northern India southward across
the subcontinent and northward
into China. Different traditions of
Buddhism began to emerge. The
two main branches, Theravada and
Mahayana, continue to the present
day, much along regional lines.

Theravada, with its conservative
and austere approach, remained
closer to Buddha's original
teachings, but became increasingly
localized to southern India and
especially Sri Lanka. Theravada
was revitalized in the 12th century
when trade took it into Burma,
Thailand, Laos, and Cambodia.

Mahayana Buddhism had a
more overtly religious following,
offering its adherents temples and
rituals, as well as rich symbolism
and images of the Buddha. Like
Theravada, Mahayana also
dwindled in India, but it was
enthusiastically adopted in Tibet,
China, Vietnam, Korea, and Japan.
A key element of Mahayana is the
concept of religious leaders known
as bodhisattvas, who have achieved
enlightenment but remain on earth
to show the way to others.

Later divisions within these two
major traditions also occurred.
These gave rise to such contrasting
branches as Zen Buddhism, which
aims to clear the mind in order to
allow spontaneous enlightenment
without ritual, scripture, or
reasoning; and the various forms
of Tibetan Buddhism that are
characterized by colorful temples,
images, and rituals.

Today, Buddhism is estimated
to have more than 500 million
adherents, and is considered to be
the fourth largest religion in the
world (after Christianity, Islam,
and Hinduism). However, despite
growing Western interest in it as
both a religion and a philosophy,
it has been in decline since the
latter half of the 20th century, falling
from its position as the largest single
religion in the early 1950s. m
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IN CONTEXT

KEY FIGURE
Siddhartha Gautama

WHEN AND WHERE
6th century BCE,
northern India

BEFORE

From 1700BcE A multitude

of gods are ritually worshipped
in the Vedic religion of
northern India.

6th centurysck In China,
Daoism and Confucianism
present philosophies in
which personal spiritual
development is cultivated.

6th centurysce Mahavira
rejects his destiny as an
Indian prince and becomes an
extreme ascetic; his teachings

form the sacred texts of Jainism.

AFTER

1st centuryce The first texts
containing Siddhartha
Gautama'’s teachings appear,
soon followed by the spread of
Buddhism into China.

Siddhartha Gautama

n northern India, the 6th
I century BCE was a time of

radical social and political
change. There was terrible
bloodshed as local rule by tribal
groups gave way to the rise of new
kingdoms. Cities were expanding,
drawing people away from the
simplicity of agricultural village life,
and trade was flourishing. At the
same time, people were starting to
ask fundamental questions about
life and the basis of religion.

On the one hand, there was the
established Vedic religion, based
on sacrifice and the authority of the
Vedic texts, to which few outside
the brahmin, or priestly class of
Indian society, had access. This was
a formal and conformist religion; it
required obedience to tradition and
maintained class differences. On
the other hand, many wandering
teachers were challenging formal
religion. Some of these withdrew
from society to practice asceticism
(the self-denial of material comforts),
opting for simplicity and deprivation
as a means of spiritual development.
They rejected both physical comfort
and social norms, and lived outside
the class system. Other wandering
teachers followed the Lokayata

Born in 563 BcE into the ruling
family of the Shakya clan of
northeast India, Siddhartha
Gautama was expected to take
a prominent place in society.
Brought up in comfort and well
educated, he was married at 16
and had a son.

However, at the age of 29,
he became dissatisfied with his
life and left home, spending years
as a religious ascetic. Following
an experience he described as
enlightenment, he became a
wandering teacher and soon
attracted many followers, mainly
in the cities of the Ganges Plain.

Enlightenment came to Siddhartha
after meditation beneath the Bodhi Tree.
A descendant of the original tree was
planted in Bodh Gaya in 2888cE and is
now a site of pilgrimage for Buddhists.

materialist philosophy, rejecting
conventional spiritual teachings in
favor of a life based on pleasure,

in the belief that there is nothing
beyond the physical world.

Siddhartha seeks answers
One wealthy man, Siddhartha
Gautama, decided, on reaching
adulthood, that his comfortable

Siddhartha set up communities
of monks and nuns, and also
gained a growing number of lay
followers. He also engaged in
discussions with princely rulers
and religious teachers of other
faiths. By the time he died, aged
80, Buddhism had become a
substantial religious movement.

Key work

29BCE The Dhammapada, an
accessible summary of Buddha's
early teachings, forms part of
the Pali Canon (p.140).
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lifestyle was incompatible with his
growing awareness of life’'s hardships
and the certainty of death. In
addition, material comforts offered
no protection from these harsh
realities of life. So he embarked on
a religious quest to find the origin
of suffering, and the answer to it.

For seven years he practiced
severe asceticism, depriving
himself of all but the minimum
sustenance, but he found that this
did not help him find the knowledge
he sought. He therefore abandoned
the ascetic life, while remaining
determined to discover the cause
of suffering. He is said to have
gained enlightenment (becoming
aware of the true nature of reality)
during an all-night session of
meditation, and this gave him an
answer to the problems of suffering,
aging, and death. From that point
his followers were to refer to him as
Buddha, an honorary title meaning
one who is fully awake or the
enlightened one.

The Middle Way

Buddha's teaching is known as

the Middle Way. At the most
obvious level, this suggests a
middle way between the two types
of existence that he rejected: the
life of luxury, attempting to obtain
protection from suffering with
material comforts, and that of
extreme austerity, denying himself
almost everything in pursuit of
spiritual growth. The approach or
way he found involved a moderate
amount of discipline in order to live
an ethical life, free from indulgence
in either sensual pleasures or self-
mortification. But Buddha's Middle
Way is also set between two other
extremes: eternalism (where a
person’s spirit has purpose and

However many material comforts I bring into my life, they
cannot protect me from the pain of suffering.

v

The total denial of material comforts and a life of asceticism
does not protect me from suffering either.

V,

=Frafaz Sl

Each person needs to find a balanced, moderately disciplined
lifestyle that takes account of their individual circumstances.

\

lives forever) and nihilism (extreme
skepticism in which the value or
meaningfulness of everything in
life is denied).

Eternalism and nihilism
The Vedic religion, particularly as
it was developed in the texts
known as the Upanishads (p.105),
argued that the true self of every
person is the atman, which is
eternal and is reincarnated from life
to life. The atman is linked to the
physical body only temporarily, and
is essentially independent of it.
Crucially, the Vedic religion
identified this atman with
Brahman, the fundamental divine
reality that underlies everything.
Ordinary things in the world (such
as trees, animals, and rocks) are an
illusion, known as maya; truth and

reality are to be found beyond these
physical things. When Buddha
rejected the eternal nature of the
self, he was rejecting a key feature
of Hindu thought and religion.
Buddha also rejected the other
extreme—nihilism, which holds
that ultimately nothing matters
or has any value. Nihilism can
be expressed in two ways, both
of which were practiced during
Buddha's lifetime. One way is
the path of asceticism: purifying
the body by the harshest austerity
possible, and rejecting everything
that the worldly consider to be
of value. This was the path that
Buddha had attempted and found
wanting. The other way of living
out nihilistic beliefs was that taken
up in India by followers of the
unorthodox Lokayata school of »




134 THE ENLIGHTENMENT OF BUDDHA

philosophy: the wholehearted
embrace of materialism. Their view
was that if everything is simply a
temporary arrangement of physical
elements, there is no enduring soul
that can be influenced by good or
bad deeds during life. Furthermore,
if there is no life after death, the
best policy is to seek as much
pleasure as possible in this life.
However, in rejecting these two
extremes, Buddha did not simply
opt for a Middle Way in the sense of
a negotiated compromise; rather,
his view was based on an insight
that is key to understanding the
whole of Buddhist teaching: the
concept of interconnectedness.

Three marks of existence
Buddha pointed out that all things
in life come about as a result of
certain causes and conditions;
when these cease, the elements
that depend upon them will also

cease. Nothing, therefore, has

a permanent or independent
existence. The Sanskrit term for
such mutual dependence is pratitya
samutpada, of which a literal
translation might be things
stepping up together. The phrase is
sometimes translated as dependent
origination, better to convey the
idea that nothing originates in
itself—everything is dependent
upon prior causes. We live in

a world in which everything is
interconnected and nothing is

the source of its own being.

This simple but profound
observation leads to what are
known as the three universal marks
of existence. The first is anicca:
that everything is impermanent
and subject to change. We may
wish it were not so, but it is.

The Buddha said that the quest
for permanence and the certainty
of things having a fixed essence

leads people to have a general
sense of dissatisfaction with life
(dukkha), and this constitutes

the second mark of existence.
Dukkha is sometimes translated
as suffering, but it means more
than physical suffering or the
inevitability of death—it points to
existential frustration. Life does not
necessarily provide us with what
we want and, at the same time,

it contains things, events, and
other people that we don’t want.
Nothing in life gives us complete
satisfaction; everything has

its limitations.

The third mark of existence
is anata: that, because everything
is constantly changing, nothing
has a fixed self or essence.
Conventionally, we see things
(such as trees) as separate from
one another, and define them on
that basis. In reality, however,
because everything depends on
those elements that bring it about
(trees cannot grow without soil,
water, and sunlight), nothing can
be defined or permanently fixed
in the way that our common sense
and language supposes.

The idea of interconnectedness,
as well as the three marks of
existence implied within it, is a
matter of observation rather than
argument. It is not a statement of
how the world should be, simply
that this is how it is—and that
attempts to deny it are the root
cause of our daily frustration.

Buddha's subsequent teaching
was shaped by the concept of
interconnectedness. By relating
dukkha, or dissatisfaction, to the
process of change, the concept

Buddhist monks do not cultivate
hardship for its own sake; they are
expected to eat moderately and depend
on the gifts of lay people for their food—
a practical example of interdependence.
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suggests that there are ways or
conditions under which it could
be minimized. Buddha explained
what these were in the teachings
that became known as the Four
Noble Truths and the Noble
Eightfold Path (pp.136—43).

Applying the Middle Way
to daily life

In many practical ways, the

spirit of the Middle Way shapes
Buddhist practice. For example,
some branches of Buddhism
emphasize the value of the
monastic life, but vows are not
taken for life, and many of those
who spend either a few months or
years as a monk or nun later return
to family life (p.145). Similarly, in
order not to cause unnecessary
suffering, Buddhists aim to be
vegetarian. But if it is difficult

to obtain a vegetarian diet, or
medical conditions suggest that a
carnivorous diet is necessary, meat-
eating is acceptable. Monks, who
rely on gifts of food, are expected to
eat whatever they are given. None
of this is a matter of compromise; it
is the recognition that everything
depends on prevailing conditions.

66

When this exists, that
comes to be; with the
arising of this, that arises.
When this does not exist,
that does not come to
be; with the cessation of
this, that ceases.
Buddha

99

Just as a flower lives and then dies, Buddha's
universal marks of existence hold that everything

is impermanent and subject to change (anicca).
Building upon this idea is anata: nothing has a

fixed essence, because everything is in constant flux.

The Middle Way also has profound
implications for our general
understanding of religion, ethics,
and philosophy. In practical terms,
it argues that the reality of life,
with its constant change and the
inevitability of old age and death,
cannot be permanently avoided
either by material security or self-
denial. Taken into a person’s heart,
this view can shape that person’s
values and ethics, and affect how
they choose to live their life.

A flexible philosophy

In terms of religion, Buddhism'’s
denial of the unchanging, eternal
self as defined in the Hindu
Upanishads was revolutionary.

It suggested that life cannot be
understood, or its suffering avoided,
by conventional religious beliefs.
Buddhism—if seen as a religion
rather than an ethical philosophy—
does not deny the existence of
gods, or some form of an eternal
soul, but regards them as an
unnecessary distraction. When
asked if the world was eternal, or
whether an enlightened person

lived on after death—aquestions
that are often seen to be at the
heart of religious belief—Buddha
refused to answer. In terms of
philosophy, Buddhism argues that
knowledge starts from an analysis
of experience, rather than abstract
speculation. This meant that
Buddhism was able to remain
undogmatic, flexible, and open

to new cultural ideas, while
retaining its basic insight. The
interconnectedness of all things,
experienced in the balance
between continuity and change,
is the basis upon which Buddhist
philosophy is built.

Buddhism'’s concepts also had
psychological significance. By
suggesting that the self was not
simple and eternal, but complex
and subject to change, it became
possible for people to explore the
self as a non-fixed entity. Moreover,
Buddha's invitation to follow
the Middle Way was open to all,
making Buddhism, despite its
lack of interest in a god or gods, an
attractive proposition in a society
bound by convention and ritual. m
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IN CONTEXT

KEY SOURCE

Buddha’s first sermon,
The Setting in Motion of
the Wheel of the Dhamma,
and subsequent teachings

WHEN AND WHERE
6th century Bcg, India

BEFORE

From prehistory Suffering
is often regarded as a
punishment from the gods.

From 700scE Hindus see
suffering as the inescapable
result of karma (actions in
past or present lives).

AFTER

3rd century Bck The
Mauryan emperor Asoka takes
practical and political steps

to minimize suffering by
promoting Buddhist values.

2nd century Bck Nagasena
argues that dissatisfaction
with life may be overcome by
recognizing the insubstantial,
changing nature of the self.

he central aim of Buddha's
T teaching—the dhamma—

is to overcome suffering.
Everything that does not contribute
to this aim is considered irrelevant.
The ideas of Buddhism are not to
be taken as ends in themselves, nor
are they the result of dispassionate
speculation about the nature of the
world. They are observations about
life and principles that are to be put
into practice.

The Noble Truths

The Buddhist dhamma starts with
four statements, known as the
“Four Noble Truths,” which give

The Blessed One
[Buddhal] is compassionate
and seeks our welfare;
he teaches the Dhamma
out of compassion.
Kinti Sutta

an overview of the human problem
of suffering and solutions for it.

The Truths, which are believed to
be the subject of the Buddha’s first
sermon following his enlightenment
under the Bodhi Tree, revolve
around this issue.

The first of Buddha's Four
Noble Truths is dukkha, the truth
of suffering. This is the idea that
all life involves suffering, which lies
at the heart of Buddhist teachings,
and was the revelation that began
Siddhartha Gautama'’s long search
for truth. Human life, Buddha said,
is fragile and always vulnerable.
What is more, life is characterized
by suffering. The nature of this
suffering is very broad, meaning
not necessarily intense pain, but
also lesser, more widespread
feelings of dissatisfaction. It
may be the emotional suffering
caused by the death of a loved
one, an enduring sense that life
is somehow pointless or empty,
or simply a feeling of being stuck
in an unpleasant situation, such
as a traffic jam. Dukkha is the
feeling that arises in situations
that cause stress, discomfort, or
dissatisfaction. It makes us feel
that we want to be somewhere,
or even someone else.

Buddha thought that the search

for happiness leads people in the
wrong direction. Individuals crave
things—sensual pleasure, wealth,
power, material possessions—in
the hope that these things will
make them happy. But the falsity of
this thought lies behind samudaya,
the Second Noble Truth: that the
origin of suffering is craving.
Tanha, the Buddhist term for

this craving, indicates people’s
attempts to hold on to what they
like, imagining that if only they
could have a certain thing and
keep it, all their problems would
be solved. Tanha can be translated
as “thirst,” suggesting how natural
and essential this craving seems
to us. Buddha argued that even so,
this craving is counterproductive,
leading only to more suffering

and unhappiness.

According to Buddha, this
craving for things goes beyond
material objects and the wish
for power—it includes the need
to cling to particular views and

People are often moved to tears
at funerals and other sad events, but
Buddhists regard such suffering as
deriving from a mistaken wish to
hold on to something or someone.
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See also: Aligning the self with the dao 66—67 = A rational world 92-99 = Physical and mental discipline 112-13
= The enlightenment of Buddha 130—-35 = Sufism and the mystic tradition 282—-83 = Tenrikyo and the Joyous Life 310

ideas, rules, and observances,
which is equally harmful. In this
way, Buddhism takes a radically
different view from the majority
of religions, which tend to regard
people’s acceptance of doctrines
and religious observances as
essential to salvation. While
Buddha did not say that such
beliefs are harmful in themselves,
he warned against clinging to
them in the assumption that they
will automatically help in the
path to overcome suffering.

Finding nirvana
For Buddhists, everything arises
from existing conditions. This
means that something must
cause suffering; and if that cause
is removed, suffering will cease.
The Second Noble Truth identifies
craving as the cause—so Buddha
said that if the craving were to
stop, the suffering would cease.
The Third Noble Truth, nirodha
(the cessation of suffering and the
causes of suffering), refers to the
absence of craving. Putting an
end to craving does not involve
stopping life’s normal activities
—Buddha himself carried on
teaching for 45 years after his
enlightenment, and was subiject to
all the usual problems that afflict
human beings. Rather, it refers
to a state in which a person
understands and deals with life,
without the emotional need to
crave for it to be other than it is.
With the Third Noble Truth
comes a point of peace called, in
Sanskrit, nirvana. This is a state
beyond craving or desire for
anything or anyone. It is not the
same as extinction; Buddha was
critical of those who tried to escape
reality by craving annihilation.

The Four Noble Truths

All life is impermanent,
imperfect, and
involves suffering.

The cause of suffering is
desire: the craving for things
to be a certain way.

Suffering can be ended
by detaching oneself from
craving and desire.

The way to stop craving
is to follow the Noble
Eightfold Path.

Dukkha
The truth
of suffering.

Samudaya
The truth of the
origin of suffering.

Nirodha
The truth of the
ending of suffering.

Magga
The truth of the path to
the ending of suffering.

]
|
|
|

Rather, the triple fires of greed,
hatred, and illusion—three
characteristics that perpetuate
human suffering—are blown out
like a candle. In other words, by
letting go of destructive craving,
the mind is liberated from suffering
and unhappiness. This leads to
a state of engaged happiness: a
form of happiness that results
from good moral conduct.

Unlike everything else, nirvana
is not thought to be the result of
cause and effect, but stands
beyond or outside it. It is said
to be permanent and unchanging:
while everything in the world
around us, and we ourselves, are
temporary and have arisen because
of certain conditions, nirvana is

an unconditioned, uncaused state
and is therefore an absolute truth
for Buddhists. This blissful state
of being is accessible to us on earth
and in our lifetimes. Unlike most
religions, which encourage people
to live a moral life in the present in
order to attain happiness in a world
beyond this one, Buddhism says
that a true end to suffering is
possible immediately, in this world.
Buddha himself attained a state
of nirvana at the age of 35, and
through his teachings sought to
show others how to reach this
enlightenment. The Fourth Noble
Truth describes “the path that leads
to the end of suffering.” This is
magga, the Middle Way, also known
as the “Noble Eightfold Path.” »




The Noble Eightfold Path
The path to the cessation of
suffering is set out as a path of
eight steps. However, these need
not be taken sequentially as they
are eight principles, rather than
actions, that allow Buddhists to
overcome craving and achieve
happiness. The Noble Eightfold
Path deals with the three basic
aspects of the Buddhist life:
wisdom (in the first two steps),
virtue (in the next three), and
concentration (in the final three).

The Pali Canon

In the 400 years after Buddha
died, his teachings and the
guidelines for monastic life
were passed down orally
using local languages, rather
than Sanskrit, which was the
language used in the Hindu
scriptures. However, in the
1st century BcE, his teachings
were written down in Sri Lanka
using a language and script
called Pali, which was closely
related to the language that
Buddha himself spoke. These

Wisdom, for Buddha, is made

up of two directions in which to
turn the mind: “right view” and
“right intention.” The first of these
is important in order to be able to
see and identify the cause and
cure of suffering, as outlined in
the Four Noble Truths. Without a
willingness to explore that view,
the rest of the path makes little
sense. Right intention could
equally be described as “right
commitment”—it refers to our
intention to follow the path,

texts are collectively referred to
as the Pali Canon, and they form
the scriptures of the Theravada
Buddhist tradition (p.330).

The Pali Canon is also known
as the Tipitaka (in Pali) and the
Tripitaka (in Sanskrit), meaning
“three baskets.” It is divided
into three sections: the Vinaya
Pitaka, which contains guidance
on monastic life; the Sutta
Pitaka, a collection of Buddha's
sayings and accounts of events
in his life; and the Abhidhamma
Pitaka, a philosophical analysis
of Buddha's teachings.

Material goods such as shoes may be
advertised as must-have items, in an
attempt to create a desire or craving

in us. This desire, which can never

be fully satisifed, leads to suffering.

because a mere understanding
of the teaching (without also
adopting an intention to act
on it) is of no use.
Steps three, four, and five
of the path offer practical moral
guidelines. Buddhist morality is not
about rules to be obeyed, but about
creating conditions that facilitate
the path toward enlightenment.
Step three states that we must
use “right speech”: avoid telling
lies, speaking harshly or cruelly,
and listening to or spreading
purposeless chatter and malicious
gossip. Instead, we must cultivate
the opposite: truthful, positive,
kindly, and purposeful speech.
Step four says that we must
take “right action” by following the
five moral “precepts”: not to destroy
life, not to steal, not to misuse the
senses, not to lie, and not to cloud
the mind with intoxicants (the
last is of particular importance
for those who are engaging in the
mental training that forms the final

There are four kinds of
clinging: clinging to sensual
pleasures, clinging to views,

clinging to rules and
observances, and clinging
to a doctrine of the self.

Sammaditthi Sutta




BUDDHISM 141

66

There is a Middle Way...
which leads to peace, to direct
knowledge, to enlightenment,

to nirvana. And what is

that Middle Way? It is just
this Noble Eightfold Path. ..
Buddha

99

part of the path). The fifth step
also supports an ethical approach,
suggesting that we must pursue
a “right livelihood.” This is the
requirement to earn a living in

a way that does not go against
Buddhist moral principles.

Cultivating right mind
The last three steps advise on
how to carry out the right mental
training for reaching nirvana. Step
six says that “right effort” should
be applied. This requires a person
to be conscious of and set aside
negative or harmful thoughts as
they arise, replacing them with
their positive equivalent. So, for
example, at the beginning of the
Dhammapada (the “Verses of
the Dhamma”), the Buddha says
that those who resent the actions
of others, or brood upon injuries
sustained in the past, will never
become free of hate. Right effort
encapsulates the conscious
intention to break the cycle of
resentment and negative response.
The seventh step tells us to
pursue “right mindfulness.” It is all
too easy for our minds to become
distracted, flitting from one thing

to another. An important step in
mental discipline is to be fully
aware of the present moment and
to allow the mind to be quietly
focused on just one thing. This

is seen in meditation techniques
such as “mindfulness of breathing”
or “just sitting,” which generally
form the starting point for training
in Buddhist meditation.

The final, eighth, step on the
path encourages us to apply “right
concentration.” The practice of
meditation is a crucial aspect of
following the Buddhist dhamma.
This step recognizes that control of
the mind is central to being able to

overcome suffering, since what
is being addressed is not physical
pain or death itself, but the
sense of existential angst that
can accompany them. In insight
meditation, a person may calmly
and deliberately contemplate
those things that most people
try to avoid thinking about, such
as death. In a meditation on
metta, or love, positive thoughts
are cultivated toward others,
from people we love to those we
naturally find most difficult. This
exercise encourages benevolence
and the development of a more
positive set of mental qualities. »

The Noble Eightfold Path, or Middle
Way, sets out the eight characteristics
that we need to encourage in ourselves
to bring an end to our suffering.

st.a“di“g and Cop,,, .
et

The Noble
Eightfold
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If lust, anger, and delusion
are given up, man aims
neither at his own ruin, nor
at the ruin of others...and he
experiences no mental pain
and grief. Thus is nirvana
visible in this life.
Anguttara Nikaya

The Noble Eightfold Path offers

a program of self-development.
However, Buddhism does not have
a set of commands or doctrines to
be accepted; instead, it suggests a
way to live that will ease suffering.
Different people will concentrate
on different aspects of the path,
depending on their circumstances.
In addition, the path itself is not a
straight route that begins at step
one and ends at step eight. It is not
considered necessary to deal with
any one of the steps before moving

The Buddha's teachings on the
Four Noble Truths are compared to
a physician diagnosing an illness
and prescribing a treatment.

on to another step. The three
main aspects of understanding,
morality, and meditation may

be used to reinforce one another.
Some steps, however, such as
those that deal with ethical issues,
may be important in setting up
the conditions in our lives in
which meditation can become
truly effective.

The Wheel of Life

A key feature of Buddha's teaching
is “interconnectedness” (pp.130—
3b): the idea that everything arises
because of preexisting causes and
conditions. The Buddhist path is
therefore one that works always
with context; it aims to create

the conditions that allow angst
and suffering to be replaced by
contentment and happiness.

This means that if we look at
the chain of causes and effects of
events in our lives, we can look for
the links that might be changed so
that our lives can take a different
course. If it were not possible to
choose differently and alter the
outcomes of situations, people’s
fates and their every action would
be absolutely determined, with
no escape from suffering. So,

The doctor’s prescription

although Buddhism takes from
Hinduism the idea of karma (that
actions have consequences), it
does not accept this in any rigid or
mechanical sense. There is always
an element of choice in our actions.

The Buddhist view of actions
and consequences is presented in
graphic form in the “Wheel of Life,”
a complex piece of iconography that
depicts suffering and possible ways
to overcome it. Everything within
the wheel represents the world of
samsara—a world of endless
rebirth in which all beings are
trapped as a consequence of their
karmic actions. The wheel itself is
held within the jaws of a fearsome
demon, who represents death.

In the center of the wheel are
three creatures—a cock, a snake,
and a pig—that represent the
three poisons: greed, hatred, and
ignorance. Buddha saw these as
the starting point or root of the
unwholesome life and thus of
human suffering. Surrounding them
is a circle filled with human beings
either descending or ascending,
who pass by a series of realms
depicted in the next circle. These
realms are those of humans,
animals, gods, asuras (warlike

The practical aim of Buddhism,
much like that of a physician, is

to eliminate suffering in the world.

The faith's Four Noble Truths can
be set out according to the stages
involved in medical procedure: the
diagnosis, its cause, the fact that
suffering will be cured if its cause
is removed, and the method of
removing the cause.

Buddha described the human
condition as being similar to a
man who has been wounded by
a poisoned arrow but refuses to

have the arrow removed until he
understands all the details of
the arrow and who made it. The
man'’s priority should be to have
the arrow removed. Buddha
discarded as irrelevant most of
the questions posed by Western
philosophy, such as speculation
about why the world is as it is.
Buddhism is therefore seen by
some as a therapy rather than a
religion: a health-giving regime
to be followed, rather than a set
of ideas to be believed.
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Finding themselves
threatened by danger,
people take refuge in spirits,
shrines, and sacred trees,
but these are not
a true refuge.
Dhammapada

beings constantly doing battle),
hungry ghosts, and hell (the lowest
of states). The implication is that
people can move from one realm
to another. It is from the human
realm that they may escape to a
happier state of existence through
the teachings of Buddha.

For those seeking to understand
the process by which Buddhists
can achieve this—by overcoming
suffering—it is the outermost wheel
that is the most important. The
twelve nidanas, or links, in the
outer wheel give graphic expression
to the interconnectedness that is
central to Buddhist teaching.

They feature people and buildings,
from a blind man (who represents
a starting point in total spiritual
ignorance) to a house with five
windows (representing the mind
and senses). There is a crucial
opportunity offered between the
seventh and eighth nidanas, which
show a man with an arrow in his
eye (representing feelings of pain)
and a woman offering a man a
drink (feelings leading to craving).
It is this link—between the pain or
pleasure that comes from contact
with the world and the resulting

craving—that is critical. If the link
holds, the process of re-becoming
(samsara) continues forever.
If it can be broken, there is the
possibility of escape from the
cycle of existence and suffering.
The breaking of the link signals
a return to the starting point of
Buddha's route to the end of
suffering: the ability to engage
with life without allowing that
experience to generate the craving
that arises from attachment and
disappointment. And to set up

The Buddhist Wheel of Life
represents the universe and the
endless cycle of death and rebirth,
within which humans are trapped
unless they follow the Middle Way.

the conditions to help break that
nidana link, people should follow
the Noble Eightfold Path. Through
taking action they may find
nirvana. According to Buddhism,
there is no god to save humanity,
so what people need to cultivate
is wisdom rather than faith. m




IN CONTEXT

KEY SOURCE
The Pali Canon

WHEN AND WHERE
6th century BCE,
northern India

BEFORE

From 1000BcE Traditional
Hindu thought is based on
Vedic texts and the teachings
of the brahmin priests.

6th century Bck Jains and
Buddhists reject the Vedas
and brahmins as authorities.

AFTER

From 483 scE For more than
four centuries after his death,
the teachings of Buddha are
passed on by word of mouth
among his followers.

29 BcE A written collection

of Buddha's teachings and
sayings is made at the Fourth
Buddhist Council in Sri Lanka.

12th century Zen Buddhists
reject the need for authoritative
scriptures of any sort.

TEST BUDDHA'S
WORDS AS ONE
WOULD THE
QUALITY OF GOLD

THE PERSONAL QUEST FOR TRUTH

based on authority, whether

that of a particular leader,
a priestly class, or sacred texts.
People who accept these beliefs
may seek to defend them rationally,
while those who feel unable to
assent to the beliefs of their culture
may be branded as heretics.

Buddhism is different. It pays
great respect to Buddha and other
religious teachers, and some
Buddhist traditions make much of
the value of having a teacher with
a particular lineage or tradition.
However, the faith also values
debate and discussion; teachers
and intellectual convictions are
seen as only a starting point.
Buddha argued that people should
not take any of his teachings on
trust, but should test them out,
both rationally and also in terms
of personal experience.

Buddhist wisdom is therefore
acquired in three stages: from
teachers or by reading scriptures;
from personal reflection and thought;
and as a result of spiritual practice.
The third stage generally involves

I n most religions, beliefs are

Accept as completely true
only that which is praised
by the wise and which
you test for yourself
and know to be good
for yourself and others.
Buddha

meditation, the search for truth
and spiritual growth, and putting
Buddhist teachings into practice.
Early followers of Buddha
achieved enlightenment by seeking
understanding of his teaching, not
just by believing his word. Buddhism
still argues that beliefs should be
based on personal conviction and
experience, rather than simply
trusting external authority. m

See also: Wisdom lies with the superior man 72-77 = Buddhas and bodhisattvas
162-57 = Man as a manifestation of God 188




IN CONTEXT

KEY SOURCE
Early Buddhist Councils

WHEN AND WHERE
From 5th centurysck,
northern India

BEFORE

From prehistory Most
religions combine spiritual
development with awareness
of a person’s place in society
or the religious group.

7th century Bck A new
ascetic tradition of extreme
self-denial arises in Hinduism.

¢.b50BcE Buddha advocates
a Middle Way between
asceticism and hedonism.

AFTER

From 12th century ce In
Japan, Pure Land Buddhism,
and Nichiren Buddhism insist
that faith in Amida Buddha
and chanting, rather than
following a particular lifestyle
or discipline, are the way to
gain enlightenment.
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RELIGIOUS
DISGIPLINE IS
NEGESSARY

THE PURPOSE OF MONASTIC VOWS
|

hroughout his life, Buddha
I had two kinds of followers:

monks and householders.
The monks were wandering
preachers like Buddha at first,
but later they settled in monastic
communities. Here, they followed
disciplines that aimed to benefit
their own spiritual progress as well
as the community. Householders
too could achieve enlightenment,
since they practiced Buddhism and
helped the community of monks.

Young Buddhist monks accept
monastic discipline for a short period. In
their path toward greater personal and
social awareness, they are required to
follow some, but not all, monastic rules.

About a hundred years after
Buddha died, debates began about
how strictly the monastic rules
should be obeyed. As Buddhism
spread, it developed different
traditions, some of which,
particularly in China and Japan,
placed less emphasis on monastic
life. Nevertheless, monasticism
remains an important feature of
Buddhism, especially in Sri Lanka
and Thailand, which follow the
Theravada tradition (p.330).

In Buddhism, monastic vows
are taken for a limited period, rather
than for life. The vows are not an
end in themselves, but aim to create
conditions that assist Buddhist
practice. They are not essential,
but helpful, in following the Middle
Way. However, individuals must
not simply strive for personal
enlightenment, because that
would be self-defeating, implying a
measure of selfishness incompatible
with Buddhist teaching. Rather,
they must attempt to develop
universal compassion and good
will, which have a social as well
as a personal dimension. m

See also: The four stages of life 106—109 = The enlightenment of Buddha 130-35
= Writing the Oral Law 182-83 = Serving God on behalf of others 222-23




IN CONTEXT

KEY EVENT
The conversion
of Emperor Asoka

WHEN AND WHERE
3rd century BCE,
northern India

BEFORE

From 2000scE The Vedic
religion, then Hinduism,
develop the doctrine of
ahimsa, or nonviolence,
but justify war in certain
circumstances.

6th centurysce Buddha
enjoins his followers to abstain
from killing; Mahavira founds
Jainism, which forbids the
taking of any life.

AFTER

17th century Sikhism
allows killing in defense of
the oppressed and the faith.

19th century Mohandas
Gandhi, raised as a Hindu,
adopts nonviolence as a
political strategy.

RENOUNGE KILLING
AND GOOD WILL
FOLLOW

LET KINDNESS AND COMPASSION RULE

If people are killed, their
family, relatives, and
friends will suffer.

_— E:

W

Therefore the good leader

abstains from killing
living beings and orders
others to do likewise.

R
]

He builds a better society
through cultivating an
attitude of loving-kindness
and fostering it in others.

uddhism arose out of
B Hinduism, a faith that had

always been ambivalent
about killing. On the one hand,
Hinduism promoted the principle
of ahimsa (not killing); on the other,
Hindu society required animal
sacrifice, allowed meat eating,
and regarded fighting in a just
war as an inescapable duty. Like
many other teachers of his day,
including Mahavira, founder
of the Jain religion, Buddha
emphasized the principle of not
killing, and it became the first of
the Five Precepts, principles that
form the ethical basis for those
following the Buddhist way of life.

Five rules for living

The Five Precepts forbid the taking
of life, stealing, sexual misconduct,
lying, and the consumption of
mind-dulling intoxicants such as
alcohol. Each of these precepts has
a positive counterpart, effectively
generating five rules relating to
things one should do. The first of
these is to treat all beings with
loving-kindness (metta); indeed,
one of the principal meditation
practices in Buddhism is the
cultivation of goodwill toward
everyone—treating friends,
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See also: Living in harmony 38 = Self-denial leads to spiritual liberation 68—71 = Selfless action 110-11 = Hinduism in the
political age 124-25 = Dying for the message 209 = The Sikh code of conduct 296-301

If there is one practice
that is sufficient to bring
about buddhahood,
it is the practice of
great compassion.
Dalai Lama

strangers, and even those that one
might find difficult with equal care
and concern. The broad, positive
approach evident in this first rule
underpins the other four. Positive
goodwill toward others supports
the principles of generosity;
nonexploitation (the third precept is
generally taken to prohibit adultery,
rape, and other forms of sexual
exploitation); honesty; and the
keeping of a clear head to ensure
corrrect decisions and actions.

The Emperor Asoka

Although the principle of not killing
was a key feature of Buddhism from
its beginning, the first attempt to
apply the principle to the whole of
society was made by the Emperor
Asoka in the 3rd century Bce. This
is evident from the many edicts
that he issued, 32 of which have
been discovered carved on pillars
or rock faces. As well as advocating
the avoidance of killing, Asoka
promoted support for the poor, the
protection of servants, and the
establishment of medical centers
and veterinary services—all

direct expressions of metta.

A peaceful ideal
Although there are rare cases
of self-harm (as in the suicide of
Buddhist monks, who have been
known to set themselves on fire
as an extreme form of political
protest), in general Buddhism has
never sought to impose its ideas
upon society by force, nor has it
ever become involved in war.
The principle of not killing
suggests that, as an ideal,
Buddhists should be vegetarian.

Asoka was born in India in
304 BcE. He was the son of the
Mauryan emperor Bindusara and
came to the throne of the kingdom
of Magadha in 268 BcE, having
killed his brothers and other
potential rivals in order to secure
his position. He embarked on a
brutal campaign of expansion,
extending his rule to establish
an empire that included all but
the most southerly part of India.
After one particularly bloody
battle, the sight of the dead and
the grieving inspired him to
pledge never to fight a battle
again. He looked for answers

All life is sacred to Buddhist monks.
They believe all living beings can exist
peacefully side by side, even men and
tigers—as demonstrated at the Tiger
Temple in Kanchanaburi, Thailand.

However, Buddha's Middle Way
(pp.130-135) indicates that self-
denial must never be taken to
life-threatening extremes, so
Buddhists may eat meat and fish
if it is deemed necessary for their
health, or where there is a shortage
of fruit and vegetables (as in the
mountains of Tibet). Monks and
nuns may eat meat and fish if it
is offered to them and has not
been killed for their benefit. m

in Buddhism and, on finding
them, became a fervent convert.
His conversion was marked by
a dramatic change in attitude:
he began to promote Buddhist
principles throughout his
empire, issuing edicts on
moral matters, banning animal
sacrifice, and increasing the
provision of welfare. He sent
missionaries to promote
Buddhism abroad, but he

also took a positive view of

all religions, issuing only
moral precepts that would

be acceptable to all religious
groups within his empire.
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IN CONTEXT

KEY FIGURE

Nagasena

WHEN AND WHERE

1st centurycg, India
BEFORE

6th centurysce The Hindu
Upanishads make a distinction
between the physical body, the
self made up of thoughts and
experience, and an eternal self.
6th centurysce Buddha
argues that everything is

constantly changing and
nothing has a fixed essence.

AFTER

12th century ce Teachers

of Zen Buddhism distinguish
between the small mind, or
ego, and the Buddha-mind.

20th century Existentialist
thinkers, like Buddhists, argue
that individuals shape their
lives through the decisions
they make.

T he idea that a human being
comprises a physical body
and a nonphysical self, or
soul, is deeply ingrained in almost
all religious traditions. It forms the
basis of speculation about life after
death—whether we survive in
some form in heaven or hell, or are
reincarnated as the nonphysical self
takes on a new body. Belief in an
immortal soul and in God seem the
very essence of religion. Both,
however, were rejected by Buddha,
who believed we have no fixed self.
The idea that we do not have
a permanent self, but are constantly
changing, is absolutely central
to Buddhist teaching, and sets
Buddhism apart from most other
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See also: Preparing for the afterlife 58—-59 = The ultimate reality 102—105 = Seeing with pure consciousness 11621
= The enlightenment of Buddha 130—-35 = Immortality in Christianity 210-11

Sensations

Perceptions

Ideas and
intentions
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All these things are constantly changing.
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belief systems and philosophies.

It is implied by Buddha'’s teaching
of the Middle Way (pp.130-35),

and also reflects his teaching of
the interconnectedness of all things.
However, nowhere is the idea of the
changing self better illustrated than
in The Questions of King Milinda,
written anonymously in the 1st
century ce. This text describes the
discussions between a Buddhist
sage known as Nagasena, and
King Milinda—the Indo-Greek ruler
of northwestern India, ¢.150BcE.

Analyzing the self
Milinda starts by innocently asking
whether the person he is greeting
is indeed Nagasena, whereupon
Nagasena launches straight into
the discussion by stating that
although the name Nagasena
is conventionally used to refer to
himself, there is actually nothing
that corresponds to it. The word
is a designation, a “mere name,”
because “no real person is here
apprehended.” In an absolute
sense, Nagasena does not exist.
Bewildered, the King asks
how that can be the case, since
Nagasena is clearly standing there
in front of him. To answer this,
Nagasena uses an analogy. He
observes that the King arrived in
a chariot, so it is obvious that a
chariot exists. But he then starts
to analyze the various parts of the
chariot: the axle, the wheels, and
so on, and asks the King if any of
these “are” the chariot—eliciting
the answer that they are not.

The monk Nagasena is often referred
to as one of the Sixteen (or Eighteen)
Arhats, beings who have realized a
very high level of spiritual attainment.

So where is the chariot, Nagasena
asks, if it is not the wheels, or the
axle, and so on? Clearly, there is

no chariot over and above the parts
from which it is constructed.
Chariot is a name applied to the
collection of those parts when they
are put together to make the vehicle.
In the same way, Nagasena argues,
there is no fixed or permanent self
over and above the various parts

of which we are made. Nagasena
does not represent anything that
Milinda could point to. »
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I am known as Nagasena.
But the word ‘Nagasena’ is
only a designation or name
in common use. There is no

permanent individuality
(no soul) involved in the matter.
Nagasena
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Like the chariot, “Nagasena” refers
to a set of elements that exist in a
state of mutual dependence.
Buddhists view the human being
as made up of five interdependent
skandhas (literally, heaps). These
are: form (our physical body);
sensations (information about the
world that is constantly fed to us
by our senses); perception (our
awareness of the world through
sensations); and mental formations
or impulses (our ongoing flow
of ideas, intentions, and thoughts
about the things we perceive).

A meeting of cultures

The fifth skandha is consciousness:

the general sense we have of being
alive—including an awareness of
the information streaming in from
our senses, and of our thoughts,
ideas, and emotions.

The key feature of Nagasena's
argument is that each of these
skandhas is constantly changing.
This is most obvious in the case
of form, or the physical body, as
we change from being a baby to an
adult through the physical process
of aging. But it is also true of the
other four skandhas: they too are

We think of people as fixed objects.
But Nagasena insists that the self is a
process of ongoing change that can no
more be pinned down than motion itself.

in no way fixed. They reflect a
constantly changing stream of
experience and response as we
engage with life. This means that
not only is it impossible to point to
Nagasena, it is also impossible
to say whether anyone is the same
person during the course of one
lifetime. Nevertheless, we still have
a sense of a person being the same
over a lifetime, since each of us has
a past and a future. Nagasena
points out that it is absurd to say he
remains the same over time, but
likewise absurd to say he does not.
In fact, Nagasena insists that
the questions themselves are
wrong, because they presuppose
a fixed self instead of one that
is dependent upon the body. In a
further example to illustrate the
dependency of the self, Nagasena
asks Milinda to consider milk,
curds, butter, and ghee. These are
not the same things, but the three
later stages—curds, butter, and
ghee—cannot be made unless
milk first exists. That is to say that

The meeting between King
Milinda and Nagasena occurred
in the context of a meeting of
cultures. Buddhism had spread
to northern India through the
teachings of missionaries sent
by the Emperor Asoka around
100 years earlier. Meanwhile,
the influence of classical Greece
was spreading eastward from
the Mediterranean, and, when
it reached northern India, it
was adopted by local rulers (a

process known as Hellenization).

Milinda—or Menander, as he is
known in Greek—was one such
king. He ruled a region known
as the Indo-Greek Kingdom—in
present-day northwestern India
—in the 2nd century BCE, so we
may assume that Nagasena lived
in that area sometime between
the 2nd and 1st century ck.

While evidence of Milinda
exists in the form of coins and
references by classical writers,
we know very little about the
philosopher-monk Nagasena. His

only appearance in literature
is his dialogue with the King
in The Questions of King
Milinda, a widely respected
text in Theravada Buddhism
that was written in the 1st
century ce. One legend about
Nagasena states that while
living in Pataliputra (modern-
day Patna, India), he created
the Emerald Buddha, a jade
statue of Buddha clothed in
gold, which is now in Wat Phra
Kaew, Bangkok, Thailand.
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butter only exists because milk
exists; it depends on the existence
of milk. In the same way, says
Nagasena, “do the elements of
being join one another in serial
succession: one element perishes,
another arises, succeeding each
other as it were instantaneously.”

A category mistake
In the 20th century, the British
philosopher Gilbert Ryle attacked
the idea that the material body is
linked to a nonphysical mind. In
doing so, he used an argument that
is exactly parallel to Nagasena's.
A visitor to the city of Oxford who
has been shown various colleges,
libraries, and so on, asks, “But
where is the university?” Ryle
claims that there is no university
over and above its constituent parts.
Likewise, there is no mind
that exists separately from the
body. People who suppose that
there is are making a category
mistake—where things of one kind
are presented as though they
belong to another. It is wrong to
treat the mind as though it is an
object of substance, when mind
refers to a collection of capacities
and dispositions.
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What we are today comes
from our thoughts of
yesterday, and our present
thoughts build our life
of tomorrow: our life is the
creation of our mind.
Buddha
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Which of these parts is the chariot? Nagasena
would answer that none of them are. Likewise,
whatever constitutes “me” cannot be pointed

to, but nonetheless continues to affect things

in the universe now and in the future.

) l [__- chariot?
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Toward the end of the 20th century,
and into the 21st, most Western
philosophers have argued for a
materialist (or physicalist) view of
the mind: that mind is simply a
word that describes brain function.
For modern science, there is no self
over and above the body; the brain
performs a complex processing of
experience and response, which we
think of as our mind, or self.

This differs from Nagasena only
in the way that the sage applies
a closer analysis of the way in
which we experience ourselves as
thinking, feeling, and responding
beings. As he pointed out to King
Milinda, even the fact that we do
this does not mean that there is a
separate thing called the self.

The other modern philosophy
that unwittingly builds on this
Buddhist idea is existentialism. It
is often summed up in the phrase
“existence precedes essence,”
meaning that we are born and exist
before our lives have obtained any

sense of purpose. Existentialism
suggests that we shape our lives by
the choices we make, and should
acknowledge our responsibility for
doing so: we are what we choose

to do—we do not have an internal
real self or essence.

Absolute truth
This discussion of the self
highlights an important feature of
Buddhist teaching: the difference
between conventional and absolute
truth. In order to function normally,
we have to assume a pragmatic
or practical approach and refer
to objects as though they have
a recognizable, permanent, and
independent existence.

It would be impossible to
communicate if everything had
to be described in terms of its
constituent parts. Buddhism
therefore accepts the need for
such conventional truth, but
constantly guards against
mistaking it for absolute truth. m
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IN CONTEXT

KEY EVENT
The development of
Mahayana Buddhism

WHEN AND WHERE
2nd-3rd centuries cg, India

BEFORE

From 1500BcE The Hindu
Vedas refer to many gods and
goddesses, each depicting an
aspect of nature and life.

From 2nd century Bce
Devotional practices become
influential in Hinduism.

AFTER

7th century ce Mahayana
Buddhism, using elaborate
images and ritual, is
established in Tibet.

8th century ck Images of
Buddhist teachers are used

as a source of inspiration, as
well as those of buddhas and
bodhisattvas. A popular image
is that of Padmasambhava, the
Precious Guru, who introduced
Tantric Buddhism into Tibet.

A bodhisattva is an
enlightened being
who vows to remain in
the world to help all
other creatures.

Buddhist images are
aids to spiritual
development, not gods
to be worshipped.

Each image of a buddha
or bodhisattva represents
one or more qualities of
an enlightened mind.

If we visualize or pay
respect to an image,
we are helped to
develop the quality
represented by it.

he teachings that Buddha
T encapsulated in his Four

Noble Truths and Noble
Eightfold Path (pp.136—43) were
straightforward and rational. To
follow them required mental training
and analysis of experience, but did
not entail metaphysical speculation
(thinking about what does or does
not exist), religious ritual, or—at
least for the first few centuries—any
use of images. However, a modern-
day visitor to a Mahayana Buddhist
temple in China or Tibet would
see many elaborate images and
forms of devotional worship.

Buddha figures—of different colors,
male and female, some fearsome,
others in calm meditation—appear
to be the objects of devotion in a
way that, to the external observer,
appears not unlike devotion to the
gods and goddesses of other
religions. Since Buddhism still often
claims to be rational, how did this
imaginative transformation come
about, and how is it justified?

The bodhisattva path

Given the general Indian belief in
reincarnation, it was not long before
people started to speculate about

Buddha's previous lives, and the
actions and characteristics he
must have displayed in those lives
to move toward nirvana. These
musings led to the compilation

of Jataka tales or “birth stories,”
involving characters, sometimes
human and sometimes animal,
that depicted the Buddhist qualities
of love, compassion, and wisdom
deemed necessary for progress
toward enlightenment. In turn,
these stories led to the idea of

the “bodhisattva” a being who

is capable of enlightenment—or
of buddhahood—Dbut who chooses
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There has arisen in me the
will to win all-knowledge,
with all beings for its object,
that is to say, for the purpose
of setting free the entire
world of beings.
Sikshasamuccaya

to remain in the world, continuing
to be reborn, in order to benefit

all other beings. This idea brought
about a remarkable change in the
overall view of the Buddhist path.
Instead of striving to become an
arhat, or “worthy one” (the term
used for those of Buddha's followers
who have gained enlightenment),
it was now possible for Buddhists
to dedicate themselves to the
more exalted path of becoming,

in effect, apprentice buddhas—
bodhisattvas who engage with the
world out of universal compassion.

The great vehicle

Those who followed this new
ideal called it Mahayana, or “great
vehicle,” in contrast to the earlier
tradition, which they described

as Hinayana (“small vehicle”) and
regarded as too narrow in scope.
Practitioners of Mahayana believe
that it represents a deeper
teaching, which was implicit in
the original Buddhist dhamma.

Its scriptures—notably the Lotus
Sutra—present an image of Buddha

preaching to beings in a vast
universe made up of many world
systems, of which this present
world is a very small part. Followers
of Mahayana argue that the earlier
teaching was a necessarily limited
version, and that their own was
kept hidden for many centuries,
awaiting the right conditions to
allow it to be preached.

Mahayana Buddhism, although
it developed in India, spread north
and was established in China
and then in Tibet. The earlier
tradition still exists as Theravada
(“tradition of the elders”) Buddhism.
It is found today mostly in Thailand,
Sri Lanka, and Southeast Asia.

Two bodhisattvas

The earlier tradition, now known
as Theravada, recognizes only two
bodhisattvas: the incarnation

of the historical figure of Buddha
(who is also known as Sakyamuni
Buddha or Gautama Buddha), and
Maitreya, a bodhisattva who will
arrive in the future to preach the
truth of the dhamma. However,

in Mahayana Buddhism, lay
people, as well as the monastic
community, are encouraged to
reach nirvana and thereafter to
become bodhisattvas. Once the
possibility of a vast number of
bodhisattvas was accepted, each
dedicated to the task of universal
enlightenment, the floodgates of
Buddhist iconography were opened,
because these beings could then
be imaginatively depicted in order
to provide inspiration to others.

Symbolism and images
Each bodhisattva vows to become
a buddha (“enlightened being”)
and to lead others toward
enlightenment. To do this, they

must cultivate six “perfections”
generosity, morality, patience,
energy, meditation, and wisdom.
These qualities are shown in
individual bodhisattva images.

For example, the quality of wisdom
is depicted through the image of
Manjushri, a young man holding a
lotus (representing the enlightened
mind) and brandishing a flaming
sword (representing the wisdom
with which he cuts through the
veil of ignorance).

The most widely venerated of
images is that of Avalokiteshvara,
the Bodhisattva of Compassion. His
name is a Sanskrit word meaning
“The Lord who looks down.” He
looks upon earthly beings as
a good father would upon his
children, offering them assistance
and trying to liberate them from
their faults and suffering through
his unwavering compassion. »

This thangka, or silk wall hanging,
depicts Tara, who vowed to become

a female bodhisattva to show that the
difference between male and female is
unimportant, as these ideas are illusory.
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Buddhists may offer incense or
flowers before a buddha image as an
act of devotion. This is not worship of
a god but respect for an enlightened
human being, imaginatively expressed.

Known to Tibetans as Chenrezig,
Avalokiteshvara takes on a female
form as Kuan Yin in China, and
Kannon in Japan. Avalokiteshvara
is most commonly depicted as
having four arms: two are crossed
over his heart, a third holds a lotus
flower, and a fourth holds a rosary.
The crossed arms symbolize the
boddhisattva’s compassionate
outpouring from his heart to earthly
beings. The lotus flower represents
enlightenment and pure wisdom,
while the rosary symbolizes

his desire to liberate earthly
beings from their endless cyclical
existence. The 14th Dalai Lama
(p.159) is traditionally thought

of as an incarnation of this
Bodhisattva of Compassion.

Not all Mahayana images are
elaborate in appearance. Each of
the dhyana or “meditation” buddhas
such as Buddha Amitabha, for
example, are depicted sitting cross-
legged, wearing a very plain robe,
their eyes closed in meditation.

However elaborate or not these
images may be, and however far
removed they may appear to be
from the straightforward teaching
of the historical Buddha, they are
all taken to represent aspects of
enlightenment. They are not gods
to be worshipped, although it may
be hard to remember this when
observing Buddhists paying tribute
to them in temples and shrines.

Focuses for meditation
Images of bodhisattvas and buddhas
are regarded as aids to spiritual
progress. In meditation, a person
may become adept at visualizing
his or her chosen image, being
able to construct it imaginatively
at will. So, the practitioner of
meditation has an ongoing
relationship with a particular
image. It is often selected for
that purpose, on the advice of

a teacher, in order to address a
particular quality—represented
by the image of a bodhisattva

or buddha—that the individual
needs or wants to develop. The
benefit of such a practice is
generally only apparent over a
period of time; it is not seen as
an automatic process, but one

May I be an unending
treasury for those desperate
and forlorn. May I manifest
as what they require and
wish to have near them.
Shantideva

that requires sustained personal
attention to the qualities and ideals
that the image represents.

The impermanent mandala
The mandala is another Buddhist
image created for the purpose of
spiritual development, whether
used for meditation or instruction.
A mandala is a geometric pattern
in which various shapes, letters,
and images of buddhas and
bodhisattvas are intricately
interwoven in a complex image.
The patterns are carefully
created out of colored sand,
displayed at festivals, and then
destroyed. Their destruction is
important because it reinforces the
idea that everything is temporary.
To attempt to retain the images
would encourage clinging and
craving, which are counter to
Buddhist teachings since they lead
to frustration and suffering. It is
only through letting go—embracing
detachment—that the journey to
enlightenment can begin.

Emptiness and buddhas
The Buddhist philosopher
Nagarjuna (see facing page)
argued that everything is empty
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If you want others to
be happy, practice
compassion. If you
want to be happy,

practice compassion.
The Dalai Lama
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of inherent existence. By this he
meant that nothing in the world,
including all living beings, has a
self or, therefore, an underlying
essence (or “inherent existence”).
He maintained that this idea was
implied by Buddha'’s original
teaching about the concept of
interconnectedness (pp.130-35),

which sees earthly items and
beings as having no essence (or
“own being”) because they are all
dependent on the prior existence
of something else. Given that we
ourselves have no independent,
underlying essence, the