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World Religions: Western Traditions 

In this chapter you will learn about: 

• Some basic characteristics of human religion 
from ancient times 

• A number of patterns that can be observed in 
more than one religious trad ition 

• Various theories of why humans a re religious 
• Various methods used for studying religions 
• Some reasons for study ing religion 

"' Basic Human Religion: 
Looking Both Ways from 
Stonehenge 
Standing on the west side of Stonehenge, we watch 
the sun rise through the circle of massive stand­
ing stones. With in the outer ci rcle is a g rouping of 
paired stones capped by lintels and a rranged in a 
horseshoe pattern, opening toward the rising sun. 
At the center of the horseshoe lies a Oat stone that 
was once thought to have served as an altar for sac­
rifices. Today, however, it is believed that the center 
stone originally stood upright, marking the spot 
where an observer would stand to watch the move­
ments of the sun and stars. 

The Stonehenge we know today is what remains 
of a structure erected between 3,500 and 4,000 
yea rs ago. However, the site had already been used 
as a burial ground for centuries before that time: 
researchers believe that the remains of as many as 
240 people, probably from a single ruling family or 
clan, were interred the re bet ween roughly 3000 a nd 
2500 BCE' The structure itself is generally believed 
to have been used for ceremonial purposes, and its 
o rientation- toward the point where the sun rises 
on the summer solstice- has led many to th ink 
it might have been designed to serve as a kind of 
astronomical observatory. Another recent theory, 
based on excavations of a nearby Neolith ic village, 
Durrington Walls, with a similar ci rcula r a rrange­
ment of timber posts, suggests that the two s ites 
represented the living and the dead, respectively, 
with Stonehenge serving as the permanent dwelling 

-< Birds over Stonehenge (Tore joha nnesen/Getty Images) 

place of the ancestors. If so, parallels can be found 
in othe r ancient cultures2 

Ignoring the crowd of tourists , we position our­
selves behind the central stone to note the position 
of the rising sun in relation to the "heel stone" on 
the horizon more than 200 feet away. Today, on the 
morning of the summer solstice, the sun rises in the 
northeast, j ust to the left of the heel stone. It's easy 
to imagine that th is day- the longest o f the year and 
the only one on which the sun rises to the north side 
of the heel stone- would have been the occasion for 
some kind of ceremony in ancient times, that the 
entire community would have gathered at dawn to 
watch as someone with special authority- perhaps 
a priest, perhaps the local chief o r ruler- confi rmed 
the position of the rising sun. It's also easy to imag­
ine the sense of order in the universe that such 
people would have fe lt as a result of knowing exactly 
when and where the sun would change course. 

Tomorrow the sun will rise behind the heel stone 
and continue its (apparent) journey toward the south 
for the next s ix months. Then, in late December, on 
the winter solstice, the sun will appear to reverse 
course and begin traveling northward again. Many 
centuries after people fi rst gathered at Stonehenge, 
the Romans would celebrate th is day as marking 
the annual "rebirth" of the sun- the high point of 
the festival they called Saturnalia. And in the fourth 
century CE, the Christians in Rome would choose 
the same time of year to celebrate the birth of thei r 
risen god. Thei r chosen day, Christmas, would 
combine the unrestrained revelry of the Roman 
midwinter festival , marked by feasti ng, gift-giv ing, 
and general merriment, with the celebration of the 
coming to earth of a deity incarnate. 

"' Looking Back from 
Stonehenge 
There are a few concepts, shared by vi rtually all human 
cultures, that seem fundamental to what we call rel i­
gion: powerful gods, sacred places, a life of some kind 
afte r death, and the presence in the physical world 
of spi rits that interact with humans in various ways. 



These concepts are so old and so widespread that no 
one can say where or when they first emerged. 

Three Worlds 
Historically, it seems that humans around the 
globe have imagined the world to consist of three 
levels- sky, earth, and underworld. The upper­
most level, the sky, has typically been considered 
the home of the greatest deities. Exactly how this 
concept developed is impossible tO know, but we 
can guess that the awesome power of storms was 
one contributing factor. The apparent movement 
of the sun, the sta rs, and the planets across the 
sky was ve ry likely another. Observing the vary­
ing patterns could well have led early humans tO 

believe that the heavenly bodies were living enti­
ties animated by their own individual spirits- in 
effec t, gods and goddesses. 

The very h ighest level , located in the heavens 
above the clouds and sta rs, was thought to be the 
home of the h ighest deity, typically referred to by 
a name such as Sky Father, Creator, or King of 
Heaven. This deity- invariably male- was the fore­
runner of the god of the monotheistic religions. 

Under the earth the spi rits of se rpents (su rviving 
as the cobras, o r nagas, in the religions of India) or 
reptilian monsters (surv iving in dragon lore) were 
thought to dwell; perhaps because they were asso­
ciated with dark and hidden places, they were usu­
ally imagined as evil. Finally, between the sky and 
the underworld lay the earth: the intermediate level 
where humans lived. 

Sacred Places 
Around the world, there are certain types of places 
where humans tend to feel they are in the presence 
of some unusual energy o r power. Such places are re­
garded as set apart from the everyday world and a re 
treated with special respect. Among those places, 
often described as "sacred," meaning "set aside," are 
mountains and hilltops- the places closest to the 
sky-dwell ing deities. In the ancient Middle East, 
for instance, worship was often conducted at r itual 

I Studying Western Religions 

centers known simply as high places. People gath­
ered at these sites to win the favor of the deities by 
offering them food, d rink, praise, and prayer. One 
widely known example is the altar a rea on the cli ff 
above the anc ient city of Petra in jordan (familia r to 

many people from the Indiana jones films). 
Great r ive rs and waterfalls are often regarded as 

sacred as well. And in Japan virtually every feature 
of the natural landscape- from great mountains and 
waterfalls to trees and stones- was traditionally be­
lieved to be animated by its own god or spi rit (kami). 

Animal Spirits 
Another common and long-standing human ten­
dency has been to attribute spirits to animals , eithe r 
ind ividually or as members of a family with a kind 
of collective guardian spirit. For th is reason, tra­
dit ional hunting societies have typically sought to 
ensure that the animals they kill for food are treated 
with the proper respect, lest other members of those 
species be frighte ned away or refuse to let them­
selves be caught. 

In addition, body parts from the most impressive 
animals- such as bulls, bears, lions, or eagles- have 
often been used as "power objects" to help humans 
make contact with the spi rits of these animals. People 
in many cultures have attributed magical properties 
to objects such as bear claws or eagle feathers, wear­
ing them as amulets or hanging them in the door­
ways of thei r homes as protection against evil spi rits. 

Death and Burial 
From ancient times, humans have taken great care 
with the burial of thei r dead. The body might be 
positioned with the head facing east, the "first d i­
rection; where the sun rises, or placed in the fetal 
position, suggesting a hope fo r rebirth into a dif­
ferent realm. These burial positions in themselves 
would not be enough to prove a belief in an after­
life; however, most such graves have also contained, 
along with the remains of the dead, "grave goods" 
of va rious kinds. Some of these provisions for the 
afte rlife likely belonged to the person in life, while 
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Focus 
A Modern Scholar's Reflection on Burial and Religion 
Wilfred Cantwell Smith (1916- 2000), the g reat 
Canadian scholar of religion, wrote about prehistoric 
burials: 

Some yea rs ago I had the privilege of stand­
ing in the Rockefeller Museum in jerusalem 
before a case in which the plaster was still 
wet, setting the skeleton of Palaeoanthropos 
palestiniensis or "Mount Carmel man," dating 
somewhere from a hundred LO two hundred 
thousand years BCE. It had been found 
unde r a noor in a distinct excavated cyst, 
quite clearly buried. This is the earliest in­
stance we have of human activity o f a kind 
that today we call religious. While there is no 
way of knowing what went on in the minds 
or hearts of th is man's community who took 

some appear to be specially made replicas, and some 
are rare, presumably costly items such as precious 
stones. Apparently the living were willing to sacrifice 
important resources to help the dead in the afterlife. 

The belief that deceased ancestors can play a 
role in guid ing the living members of the ir fam i­
lies appears to be especially widespread. Traditio ns 
such as the japanese Obon, the Mexican Day of 
the Dead, and the Christian All Saints Day and 
Hallowe'en all reOect the belief that the souls of the 
dead return to earth once a year to share a ritual 
meal with the living. 

Why Are Humans Religious? 
The reasons behind human religiosity a re complex 
and varied. All we can say with any certainty is 
that religion seems to g row out of human expe­
riences: out of the fear of death, which religion 
transforms into the hope for a good afterlife, and 

the trouble to bury him carefully, this much 
we can say: that present religious practices of 
humankind can be traced back for at least a 
thousand centuries in a continuous trad ition. 

[PI reh istoric burial shows that men 
and women from the very earliest t races of 
their beginnings have recognized that there 
is more to human life than meets the eye, that 
our total significance is not exhausted within 
the six feet of space or sixty years of t ime 
whereby we each play our part on the stage of 
earth . The sober observation of the historian 
now agrees with the insight of the philosopher, 
and the faith of the saint, that human beings 
a re not human until they have recognized that 
the proper response to death is poetry, not 
prose. (Smith 1998: 33- 34) 

out of the unce rtainty surrounding natu ral events, 
which becomes a sense of control over nature 
through the intervention o f a priest capable of p re­
dicting the change of seasons and the movement 
of the planets. Religion emerges th rough the ex­
perience of good o r bad powers that a re sensed in 
dreams, in sacred spaces, and in certa in humans 
and animals. 

Religion has many emotional dimens ions, in­
cluding fear, awe, love, and hate. But it also has 
intellectual d imensions, including curiosity about 
what causes things to happen, the recognition of a 
sense of order in the un iverse that suggests the pres­
ence of a creator, and the drive to make sense out of 
human experience. 

The nature of religious belief and practice has 
changed th rough the centuries, so we must be care­
ful not to take the religion of any particular time 
and place as the norm. What we can safely say is 
that religion is such an ancient aspect of human 



experience that it has become part of human 
nature. For this reason some scholars have given 
our species, Homo sapiens, a second name: Homo 
religiosus. 

~ Looking Forward 
from Stonehenge 
Looking forward from ancient Stonehenge, we can 
see a number of patterns emerge in different parts 
of the world, some of them almost simultaneously. 

Since most of the chapters in this book focus on 
individual religious traditions, it may be useful to 
begin with a broader perspective. What follows is a 
brief overview of some of the major developments in 
the history of what the late Canadian scholar Wil­
fred Cantwell Smith called "religion in the singu­
lar," meaning the h istory of human religiosity in the 
most general sense. 

Shamanism 
One ve ry early patte rn of human religiosity involves 
a ritual specialist- in essence, a kind of priest- that 
we know today as a shaman. The word "shaman" 
comes from a specific central Asian culture, but it 
has become the generic te rm for a person who acts 
as an inte rmediary between humans and the spi rit 
world . Other terms include "medicine man," "soul 
doctor," and "witchdoctor." 

Shamans are still active in a number of cultures 
today. The way they operate va ries, but certain pat­
terns seem to be almost un iversal, which in itself 
suggests that the way of the shaman is very ancient. 
Sometimes the child of a shaman will follow in the 
parent's footsteps, but more often a shaman will be 
"called" to the role by his or her psychic abilities, as 
manifested in some extraordinary vision or revela­
tion, or perhaps a near-death experience. 

Candidates for the role of shaman face a lo ng 
and rigorous apprenticeship that often includes a 
vision quest, in the course of which they a re likely 
to confront terrifying apparitions. Typically the 
quester will acquire a guiding spirit, sometimes 
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the spi r it of a part icular animal (perhaps a bear o r 
an eagle, whose claws o r feathers the shaman may 
wear to draw strength fro m its special powers) 
and sometimes a more humanlike spi rit (a god 
o r goddess). That spirit will then often continue 
to se rve as a guide and protec to r th roughout the 
shaman's life. 

To communicate with the spi rit world, the 
shaman enters a trance State (often induced by 
rhythmic chanting or drumming). According to 
Mi rcea Eliade in Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of 
Ecslasy, contact is then made in one o f two ways. 
In the first, described as "ecstatic" (from a Greek 
root meaning "to stand outside"), the shaman's soul 
leaves his or he r body (which may appear lifeless) 
and travels to the realm where the spirits live. In the 
second, the shaman calls the spirit into h is or he r 
own body and is possessed by it; in such cases the 
shaman may take on the voice and personality of 
the spirit or mimic its way of moving. 

In either case, a fte r regain ing normal conscious­
ness the shaman announces what he o r she has 
learned about the problem at hand and what should 
be done about it. Typically, the problem is traced 
to the anger of a particular spirit; the shaman then 
explains the reason for that anger and what must 
be done to appease the spi rit. In most cases the ap­
pro priate response is to perform a ritual sacrifice of 
some kind. 

Hunting Rituals 

Many a nc ient cave drawings depict hunting scenes 
in which a human figure seems to be performing 
a dance of some kind . Based on what we know of 
later hunting societies, we can guess that the figu re 
is a shaman performing a ritual eithe r to ensure a 
successful hunt or tO appease the spirits of the an i­
mals killed. 

It's not hard to imagine why such societies 
would have sought ways to influence the outcome 
of a hunt. Indeed, it seems that the more dange r­
ous the endeavor, the more likely humans were 
to surround it with r ituals. As the anth ropologist 
Bronislaw Malinowski pointed out in his book 
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Animal images from the Chauvet cave in southern France. dated c. 30.000 BCE. 

Magic, Science and Religion, the Trobriand Islanders 
he studied d id not perform any special ceremonies 
before fishing in the lagoon, but they never failed 
to perform rituals before setting out to fish in the 
open ocean. This suggests that religious behavior 
is, at least in pan , a way of coping with dangerous 
situations. 

In addition, though, early humans believed that 
the spi rits of the animals they hunted had to be ap­
peased. Thus a special ritual might be performed to 
mark the first goose kill of the season, in the hope 
that other geese would not be frightened away from 
the hunting grounds. 

Such rituals reflect humans' concern over the 
future food supply, but they also reveal something 
about the nature of human belief in spirits. From 
very anc ient times, it seems, humans have believed 
that the spirit- whether of an animal killed for food 

or of a human being- survives death and can com­
municate with othe rs o f its kind. 

Coping with Unfriendly Spirits 

The spi rits associated with natural phenomena­
whether animals or storms, mountains or rivers­
have typically been thought to behave toward 
humans in the same ways that humans behave 
toward one another. Strategies for dealing with un­
friendly spirits have therefore usually been based on 
what has worked with humans. 

Many cultures have believed wild, uninhabited 
a reas to be guarded by resident spi rits. In some 
cases, these spirits have taken the form of monsters 
or mythical beasts; in othe rs, such as the folklore of 
Scandinav ia, they have assumed the guise of "little 
people" such as trolls. 



In earlier times, unfriendly spirits were of partic­
ular concern to those who ventured into the forest as 
hunters or gathe rers, but they were not confined to 

the wilderness. Pain and disease of all kinds- from 
toothache to appendic itis to mental illness- were 
also attributed to possession by malevolent spi r­
its or demons. In Sri lanka, those suffering from 
certain illnesses were advised to have a shaman 
sacrifice a chicken as an offe ring to the "g raveyard 
demon," effectively bribing him to go away; in such 
cases a second chicken, still alive, would be given 
to the shaman who performed the ritua l. Another 
approach was to frighten the demon away, either 
by th reaten ing to invoke another, Stronger spi ritual 
power, such as the spirit gu ide of the shaman, to 

drive h im off, or by making th reatening gestures or 
loud noises. The fi rec rackers sti ll used in some East 
Asian rituals are examples of the latter approach. 

Connecting to the Cosmos 
A second pattern that emerged as religion devel­
oped across the globe is the one that inspired the 
building of structures like Stonehenge. People of the 
Neolith ic ("new rock") era went to extraordina ry 

lengths to create sacred a reas by assembling huge 
stones in complex pauerns. In some cases the mo­
tivation may have been political: perhaps a leader 
wanted to demonstrate his power over the people 
under h is command. In others, however, the main 
reason undoubtedly had something to do with reli­
gion, such as the need for a public space where the 
rituals essential to the society- weddings, puberty 
rites, funerals- could be performed. 

Discerning the Cosmic Cycles 

Ritual centers such as Stonehenge may also have 
served purposes that we might today think of as 
sc ientific or technical , but that their builders would 
have associated with religion. One ve ry important 
function of priests was to track the seasons and de­
termine the best time for seasonal activities such as 
planting. In addition to tracking the north- south 
movements of the sun, the people of the Neolithic 
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era paid careful attention to the phases of the moon 
and the positions of certain constellations at thei r 
rising. The horizon was d ivided into segments 
named after the planet or constellation assoc iated 
with that section. 'vVhat we now call astrology 
developed as a way of understanding the cycle of 
the seasons and how humans fit into it, collectively 
and ind ividually. In anc ient times no important 
decision would have been made without consulting 
an expert in the movements of the sun, moon, planetS, 
and constellations. Even in modern times, many people, 
includ ing political leaders, will consult an astrologer 
be£ore making a m~or decision. 

Hilltop Tombs 

We suggested earlier that two powerful motivators 
of human religion are the fear of death and the idea 
of an afte rlife. Ancient cultures a round the world 
appear to have favored h igh places as burial sites. 
Where there were no hills, artificial ones were some­
times built, at least for the most important members 
of the society. The pyramids of Egypt and the stupas 
of Asia a re both examples of this practice. In the 
pyramids, shafts extend ing from the burial cham­
bers toward important sta rs connected the deceased 
with the cosmos. Similarly, in Buddhist stupas, 
a wooden pole- later replaced by a ve rtical stone 
Structure- extended above the burial mound to 
connect the earth with the heavens. Scholars refer 
to th is kind of symbolic link between earth and sky 
as an axis mundi ("world axis"). 

Associating Animals and Gods 

Another common feature of Neolithic religion was 
a tendency to associate certain animals with spe­
cifnc deities. One very early example comes from the 
anc ient (c. 7000- 5000 BCE) city of Catalhoyuk 
("forked mound"), near Konya in modern Turkey, 

where a small sculpture of a woman flanked by two 
large felines was found. james Mellaart , the archae­
ologist who fi rst excavated the site in the 1960s, 
believed she represented a mother goddess seated 
on a throne. Although th is interpretation has been 
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disputed, we know that the ancient Egyptians had 
a cat goddess named Bast who was revered as a 
symbol of both mothe rliness and hunting prowess. 

A similar pattern of association linked the most 
powerful male deities of Neolithic societies with the 
Strength and viril ity o f the bull. In Greek mythol­
ogy, the great god Zeus took the form of a white bull 
when he abducted the Phoenician princess Europa. 
A c reature known as the minotau r- half man, half 
bull- was said to have been kept in a labyrinth be­
neath the ancient palace of Knossos, on the is la nd 
of Crete, where frescos show people leaping over the 
horns of a bull. Greek temples often displayed bull 
horns near thei r alta rs. And in India a bull named 
Nandi is the sacred mount o f the great god Shiva. 

The assoc iation of the bull with the creator god 
can be seen even in Judaism, which strictly forbids 
the use of any image to represent its inv isible deity. 
In the Hebrew Bible, when Moses returns from the 
mountain where he encounte rs God and fi nds that 
his brother Aaron, the first h igh priest, has allowed 
the people to worsh ip an image of a golden calf 
o r bullock, he denounces th is practice as idolatry. 
Centuries later, one of Solomon's sons is sever.ely 
chastised for installing bull images in the temples 
he has built. 

Temple Religion 
A third patte rn that emerged as religions spread 
featured the construction of la rger temples, the 
c reation of more elaborate sacrificial rituals, a nd 
the development of a priestly class endowed with 
unusual power, p restige, and wealth. This pattern , 
beginning at least 3,000 yea rs ago, played an enor­
mous role in shaping many traditions, including 
Judaism, Chinese religion, and Hindu ism. 

Indo-European Priests 

"Indo-European" is a modern term refe rring to a 
language family and cultural system that eventually 
stretched from India all the way th rough Europe; 
it does not designate any pa rticula r ethnic g roup. 
The Indo-European (IE) cultu ral system has been 

one of the most important in human histOry. It may 
have originated in the region a round the Black Sea, 
but that is only one of many theories that scholars 
have proposed. From the vocabula ry of "prow-IE," 
as reconstructed by linguists, it is clear that the IE 
people hunted, practiced metallu rgy, rode horses, 
drove cha riots, and waged war, among other activ­
ities. Farming, however, appears not to have been 
part of the ir cul ture: the fact that the IE vocabu­
lary related tO agriculture di ffers from one place 
to another suggests that when it came tO farming 
the Indo-Europeans simply adopted existing local 
practices. 

Everywhere the IE warriors conquered, they 
set up a social system with four basic d ivisions, 
the top th ree of which consisted of priests, war­
riors, and midd le-class commoners. In Ind ia these 
g roups are known respectively as the brahmin$, 
hshatriyas, and vaishyas. In ancient times each of 
these groups had a special clothing color; thus, 
today in Ind ia varna ("color") is still the standa rd 
te rm fo r "class." The priests performed rituals, 
kept the calenda r, taught the young, and advised 
the kings; with in the warrior class, the top clans 
were the rulers; and the middle-class "common­
e rs" earned thei r liv ing as merchants or farmers. 
Finally, all people of local origin, no matte r how 
wealthy or accomplished, were relegated tO the 
servant (sh udra) class. 

The four-level social system was given myth ic 
status in the Rig Veda, accord ing to which the world 
came into being th rough the sacri fice of a "cosmic 
person" (Purusha). Out of his mouth came the brah­
min priests, whose job was to chant the sacred 
hymns and syllables. The warriors came from his 
a rms, the middle class from his thighs, and the ser­
vants from his feet. Even today, th is anc ient hymn 
continues to buttress the social structure of Ind ia. 

Over a period of about a thousand years, begin­
ning around 2500 BCE, the Indo-Europeans took 
control of the te rritories that a re now Afghanistan, 
northwest Ind ia, Pakistan, Turkey, Greece, Rome, 
central Europe, and, for a while, even Egypt. Thei r 
religious culture was similar to those embraced by 
most of their contemporaries 4,000 tO 5,000 years 



Document 
The Sacrifice 

When they div ided the Man IPurusha, the 

primal Pe rson sacrificed by the gods to create 

the world], into how many pans did they 
dispe rse h im? Wh at became of his mouth , 

what of h is arms , what were his two th ighs 

and h is two feet called? His mouth was the 
b rahmin, his arms were made into the nobles, 

h is two thighs were the populace, and from 

h is feet the se rvants were born. (Doniger 
O'Flaherty 1975: 26) 

ago, with many deities, including a "sky fathe r" 

(a name that survives in the Greek Zeus Pater, the 

Latin j upiter, and the Sanskrit Dyaus Pi ta r) and a 
storm god (lnd ra in India, Thor in Scandinavia). 

They also sang hymns to female deities, s uch as the 

goddess of dawn, and had a heredita ry priesthood 
to offe r sacri fices to the gods. 

Although the IE people did not necessa rily 
invent the system of hereditary priesthood, they 

certainly contributed to its spread. In addition tO 

Hindu brah mins, ancient Roman priests and Celtic 
Druids inherited thei r p riestly status. These priests 

enjoyed great power and prestige, and sometimes 

were resented by non-priests. (One anc ient Indian 
text includes a parody in wh ich dogs, acting like 

priests, dance around a fi re chanting, "Om let us eat, 

om let us drink."3) 

Priests and Temples Elsewhere 

vVe know when the fi rst jewish temple was built. After 

David had been chosen as king of both the north­

ern kingdom of Israel and the southern kingdom 
of Judah, he captured the jebusite city now known 

as jerusalem. He transformed the city into a proper 

capital, complete with a grand palace for himself and 
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Three t imes a year all your males shall appear 

before the Lord you r God at the place which 

he will choose: at the feast of unleavened 
bread, at the feast of weeks, and at the feast of 

booths. They shall not appear before the Lo rd 

empty-ha nded: All shall give as they are able, 
according to the blessing of the Lord your 

God that he has given you. (From Moses's 

instructions to the people of Israe l; Deute ron­
omy 16:16- 17) 

an organized priesthood. His son Solomon took the 

next step, building the fi rst temple in the mid-tenth 

century BCE. The priests attached tO the temple soon 
made it the only site where sacrificial rituals could be 
performed. 

The jewish priesthood was heredita ry. All 
those who served in the temple as assistants to the 

priests were required to be Levites (members o f the 
tribe o f Levi), and p riests themselves had to be not 

only Levites but direct descendants of Aaron, the 

bro ther o f Moses, who was the o riginal high priest. 
Priests became a powerful social class in many 

oth er pa rts of the world as well, includ ing Africa, 

Asia, and the Americas. In some cultures they 
were a hereditary class, and in others they were re­

c ru ited. Typically, the role of priest was rese rved for 

ma les, fe males being considered impu re because of 
the menstrual cycle; the Vestal Vi rgins of ancient 

Rome, who tended the sacred fi res and performed 

rituals, were among the very few exceptions to the 
general rule. 

Prophetic Religion 
By 700 BCE o r even earlier, several new religious 

traditions had begun to form unde r the leadersh ip 

' 
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of a g reat prophet or sage- a fou n h pauern in the 
development of religiosity. The word "prophet" 
derives from Greek and has two related mean­
ings, one referring to a person who speaks on 
behalf of a deity and one referring to a person 
who fore sees or predicts the future. The terms are 
often connated because prophets delivering mes­
sages from the de ity often warned of disasters to 
come if God's will was not obeyed. The site of the 
temple at Delphi, Greece, where a virgin priestess 
said to be under the inspiration of Apollo deliv­
ered prophecies, must have seemed a natural spot 
for making contact with the div ine and receiving 
sacred knowledge: high up a mountainside, close 

Document 
Ritual Sacrifice in the Hebrew Bible 

Long before the establishment of the temple in jerusalem, 
where priests would perform ritual sacrifices, God com­
manded the Hebrew patriarch Abraham to sacrifice 
several animals to mark the covenant that was about to 
be made between them. 

Then IGodl said to !Abram], "I am the lord 
who brought you from Ur of the Chaldeans, 
to give you this land to possess." But he 
said, "0 Lord God, how am I to know that I 
shall possess it?" He said to him, "Bring me 
a he ifer th ree years old, a female goat th ree 
years old , a ram th ree years old, a turtle­
dove, and a young pigeon." He brought him 
all these and cut them in two, laying each 
half over against the othe r; but he did not 
cut the bi rds in two. And when birds of prey 
came down on the carcasses, Abram drove 
them away. 

As the sun was going down, a deep sleep 
fell upon Abram, and a deep and terrifying 
darkness descended upon him. Then the 

to the gods, with a natural cave that resembled the 
entrance to a womb (delphys in Greek, representing 
the mysterious female energy) and a standing stone 
or omphalos (navel of the earth) representing the 
male energy and the connection bet ween heaven 
and earth. 

This sacred site dates back at least 3,000 yea rs, 
to a time before the rise of classical Greece, when 
the oracle was believed to be inspired not by 
Apollo but by the earth goddess Gaia. Eventually 
males took control of the sacred site, but even in 
classical times the virgin priestesses would prepare 
themselves to receive Apollo's message by bathing 
in an artesian spring and breathing intoxicating 

lord said to Abram, "Know th is for certain, 
that your offspring shall be aliens in a land 
that is not the irs, and shall be slaves the re, 
and they shall be oppressed for fou r hun­
d red yea rs; but I will bring j udgment on 
the nation that they serve, and afterward 
they shall come out with g reat possessions. 
As for yourself, you shall go to your ances­
tors in peace; you shall be buried in a good 
o ld age. 

When the sun had gone down and it 
was dark, a smoking fi re pot and a nam­
ing to rch passed between these pieces !the 
halved carcasses!. On that day the Lord 
made a covenant with Abram, saying, "To 
your descendants I give this land, from the 
rive r of Egypt to the g reat river, the river 
Euphrates, the land of the Kenites, the 
Kenizzites, the Kadmonites, the HiLLites, 
the Perizzites, the Rephaim, the Amorites, 
the Canaanites, the Girgashites, and the 
j ebusites." (Genesis 15:7- 21) 



fu mes emitted from a fissure in the earth- with 
both wate r and fumes believed to issue from Gaia, 
the earth. 

Those wishing to consult the oracle had to 
climb the mountain, make known thei r request, 
pay a fee, and sacrifice a black goat before thei r 
question could be put to the oracle. The priestess 
would take her place over the fissure and, in an 
ecstatic trance, delive r Apollo's message, which 
was typically unintell igible and had to be trans­
lated into ordinary language by a male priest. In­
terpreting the real-world signi ficance of a prophecy 
was not so simple , however. In one famous case, a 
Greek leader who asked what would happen if he 
went to war with anothe r state was tOld that a great 
country would fall; accordingly, he went to war­
but the country that fell was h is own. Simila rly, in 
the Oedipus myth, the oracle's p rophecy that the 
infant would grow up to kill h is father and marry 
his mother was fulfilled in spite of the measures 
taken to avoid that fate. 

Abrahamic Prophetic Traditions 

In 586 BCE the people of Israel were forcibly re­
moved from their homeland and exiled to Babylon. 
The centuries that followed the "Babylonian cap­
tivity" were the defin ing period for the concept of 
prophecy as it developed in the th ree monothe istic 
traditions that trace thei r origins to the Prophet 
Abraham. Often, the j ewish prophets' messages 
were di rected toward the people of Israel as a whole, 
warning of the disasters that loomed if they did 
not follow God 's demands. Christianity saw jesus 
and certain events surrounding his life as the ful­
fillme nt of Hebrew prophecies. And Islam in turn 
recognized the Hebrew prophets, beginning with 
Abraham and including jesus, as the forerunners of 
the Prophet Muhammad, the last and g reatest o f all 
prophets, the messenger (rasul) who received God's 
fi nal revelations. Muslims understand Muhammad 
to have been the "seal of the prophets": no othe r 
prophet will follow him, since he has delivered the 
message of God in its entirety. As in earlier prophetic 
traditions, the Day of j udgment (or Day of Doom) 
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and the concepts o f heaven and hell are central to 
Islam. 

Za.rathustra, Prophet of the Wise Lord 

Zarathustra (or Zoroaster) was a prophet figure 
who lived more than 2,500 years ago, probably in 
the region of eastern Iran o r Afghanistan. Although 
we know little about h is life , he left behind a col­
lection of poems devoted to a "wise lord" called 
Ahura Mazda. The religion that developed a round 
his teachings, which came to be known as Zoroas­
trianism, played an important part in the develop­
ment of monotheism. The concepts of heaven and 
hell also owe a lot to the Zoroastrians, who believed 
that evildoers would be condemned to hell at thei r 
death, but that eventually a g reat day of judgment 
would come when the souls of all the dead would 
be made to pass through a fiery wall. Those who 
had been vi rtuous in li fe would pass th rough the 
fi re without pain, while the rest would be cleansed 
of t hei r remaining sin and permitted to enter para­
dise (a term believed to de rive from a Persian word 
meaning garden). The threat of hell and the prom­
ise of heaven were powerful tools for any prophet 
seeking to persuade people to behave as he or she 
believed the deity demanded. 

The First Principle: 
Greek Philosophy Before Socrates 
Around 2,500 years ago the Greek-speaking philos­
ophers of Ionia (now southwestern Turkey) began 
to ask the followi ng question: What is the first 
principle, the first cause, the source from which all 
else comes? Starting from the science of the day, 
they tried to determine which of the four primal 
elements- earth , ai r, fire, and wate r- came fi rst. 

Although thei r methods were those of philosophy 
rathe r than scientific experimentation, the ir at­
tempt to understand the causal principle under­
ly ing all th ings- without bringing in a god as the 
final cause- marked a major advance toward the 
development of the scientific worldv iew. 

' 
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Sites 
Tel l Megiddo. Israel 

Tell Meg1ddo IS an archaeolog1cal mound in 
Israel , southeast of the modern Cll)' of Haifa. The 
anc1ent City of Meg1ddo was strategically located 
near a pass used by the trade route connect­
mg Egypt and Assyna. The sue of a battle with 
Eg)' Pt m the SIXteenth century BCE, Har ("Mount") 

~egiddo IS menuoned numerous umes m the 
Hebrew B1ble and IS referred to by the Greek 
version of ItS name, Armageddon, tn Revelauon 
16:16- a passage that some Chnsuans mterpret 
to mean that a final battle w11l be fought there at 
the end of ume. 

The remains of Har Megiddo. the site known to Christians as Armageddon. The circular rock structure is thought to 
have been an altar. 



Mystery Religion 

"Mystery religion," a sixth pauern that emerges in 

the h istory of religiosity, refers to a type of Greek and 
Roman tradition in which the core teachings and 

rituals were kept secret from outSiders and were re­

vealed only to those who were prepared to undergo 
initiation in the hope o f securing blessings during 

th is life and a heavenly paradise in the afterlife. 
Such religions became so popular during the Roman 

period that they presented a threat tO the power and 

inOuence of the official Roman priesthood (not to be 
confused with the Roman Catholic priesthood). 

The Eleusin ian myste ry t radition may be the 

oldest of these religions. Named for an ancient 
Greek LOwn called Eleusis, it grew out of the myth 

o f the young Persephone, or Kore ("girl"), who is 

abducted by the god of the dead, Hades, and taken 
down into the underworld. W ith the d isappearance 

o f th is young girl- a potent symbol of g rowth and 

fertility- everything on earth begins to d ie. This im­
perils not only humans but also the gods themselves, 

who depend on humans to feed them through sacri­

fices. The gi rl's mother, Demeter, is therefore allowed 
to descend into the underworld and bring he r back. 

Scholars understand the Persephone myth to be 

based on the seasonal cycles of stagnation du ring the 
winter and renewal in the spring. Members of her 

cult believed that by identifying themselves with the 
dying and rising goddess through the celebration of 

seasonal rituals, they too would triumph over death. 

Initiates into the mysteries associated with the 
god Dionysus also followed a very ancient tradition. 

Through rituals that included the drinking o f wine, 

ecstatic dancing, a nd perhaps the eating of mind­
altering plants, pa rticipants were able to ente r into 

ecstatic states of consciousness in which they be­

lieved that thei r god would ensure a pleasant after­
life. Another popular mystery cult , dedicated to the 

goddess Isis, had Egyptian origins. 

Theistic Mysticism 

European religious thought included a minority po­
sition that was theistic in that its adherents believed 
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in god but was out of the mainst ream because they 
conceived of god as a cosmic force rathe r than as a 

person-like mastermind. For their own safety they 

often needed to keep the ir views and practices se­
c retive, a nd so they were cons idered mystics by 

oth ers. Christian, Jewish, and Muslim mystics all 

believed in a god beyond the reaches of human 
understanding. Ch ristian mystics such as Jacob 

BOh me (1575- 1624) would use te rms such as Ungr­
und ("ung rounded") o r Urgrund ("original ground") 

to refer to the d ivine as the primal cause. 

Many scholars have suggested that mystery 
cults such as these may have inOuenced the devel ­

opment of Ch r istianity. The early Christians were 

initiated into the new cult by undergoing baptism. 
They then joined an inne r ci rcle of people whose 

faith centered on the death and resur rection of 

Jesus and who hoped that by following Christ they 
would secure blessings du ring this life and a place 

in h eaven after death. Although Christianity devel ­

oped out o f Judaism, its theological structure does 
seem to have been inOuenced, however indirectly, 

by mystery religion. 

Avatar: God on Earth 
Long before anyone thought of an "avata r" as either 
a blue-skinned movie humanoid or an on-screen 

image representing a player in a compute r game, 
avatar(a) was a Sanskrit theological te rm for the 

"coming dow n" to earth of a god. By the first century 

of the Common Era, the idea of a god born in human 
form had taken root in many pans of the world . In 

the ea rlier stages o f the development of religion the re 

were many sto ries of gods and goddesses who came 
down LO earth , but the re are two major d ifferences 

between these accounts and the avatar stories. 

First, whereas the anc ient gods came down LO 

earth as gods, the avata r is a god in a truly human 

form- as a later Christian creed put it, "fully God 

and fully man." For example, in the ancient Indian 
story of Princess Dhamayanti, her father holds a party 

to which he invites all the marriageable princes from 

vm:ious kingdoms. Four gods also auend the party, 
however, all d isguised as the handsome prince NaJa, 
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