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PREFACE 

THE WORLD'S RELIGIOUS TRADITIONS have offered answers co the weightiest 

questions of human existence, contributed to the formation of political and social in­

stitutions, inspired masterpieces of art and literature, and provided many of the cul­

tural values and ideals on which entire civilizations have been based. Today, religions 

continue to play a powerful role in shaping the ways in which people understand 

themselves, the world they live in, and how they should live. 

Invitation to World Religions welcomes students to the study of religion. In these 

pages, we open the doors and invite the reader to explore with wonder and respect. We 

describe the essential features of the world's great religions and show how they have 

responded co basic human needs and to the cultural settings in which they developed. 

We also compare the answers religions have offered us regarding some of the most es­

sential human questions: W hy are we here? What is the nature of the universe? How 

should we live? Our aim has been co balance concision and substance in an introduc­

tory text that is accessible, as well as challenging. 

A team of authors cooperated in writing this book, each one of us bringing a par­

ticular scholarly expertise-as well as years of teaching experience-to the respective 

chapters. We wrote with important learning goals in mind. We want students to gain 

an objective understanding of the beliefs and practices associated with the world's re­

ligions, but we also encourage an empathetic appreciation of what their beliefs and 

actions actually mean to adherents. By emphasizing the connections between religious 

traditions and their cultural contexts, we seek to heighten awareness of the extent to 

which religions have influenced, and been influenced by, politics and society, litera­

ture, the arts, and philosophy. We also examine the role of religions in our contempo­

rary world, particularly the frequently uneasy boundaries between religion and science, 

urbanization, and globalization. A thoughtful reading of this book will provide a clear 

w1derstanding of the characteristics that are unique to individual religions and high­

light many of their shared qualities and concerns. Finally, we trust that every reader 

will find here a means of making sense of other ways of believing and living and of 

finding a solid basis for the tolerance and respect that are so criticaUy important in 

times like ours. 
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XVIII Preface 

Religions are multidimensional. Accordingly, all but the first and lase chapters 
examine three primar y aspects of each religion: teachings, historical development, 

and way of life (practices and experiences). These three aspects are presented in the 
same order in every chapter in which they appear. Although they appear in the same 

order, we do not devote equal attention co each category. To do so would be co ignore 
the varying nature of the religious traditions. Judaism, for example, naturally calls for 

extensive attention to historical development; Jainism, for which an early historical 

record bardy exists, does not. In each case, we shape our coverage in the way that 
seems most natural given the characteristics of the tradition under discussion. 

Teachings. Commonly found in scriptures, myths, creeds, and ethical codes, the 

basic teachings of a religious tradition convey its answers to fundamental questions, 

such as: What is the human condition? How can the human condition be improved or 

transcended? What is the nature of the world? What is ultimate reality, and how is it 
revealed? The authority on which a rdigion answers questions such as these is also 

important. Are its truths revealed? Are they the products of intellectual effort? Are 
they insights gained in moments of profound psychological experience? Or are they 

simply traditional ways of looking at reality and our place within it that have been 

passed down from generation to generation? 

Historical Development. Every religious tradition has a history that reveals how 

and why it developed its distinctive features, including its system of bdiefs, leadership 
and governance structures, social institutions, and forms of artistic expression. Some­
times the forces that generate change arise largely from within a tradition, as in the 

case of conflict between opposing sects or schools of thought. At other times they 
operate from the outside, as with the influence exerted by Western powers on foreign 

colonies and spheres of influence or through the expansion of a tradition into a new 
cultural milieu. A religion's histor y also functions co unite the individual with others 

in a shared memory of the past that helps to explain the present. 

Way of Life. By way of life we mean practices-the things people do in making 
practical application of their beliefs, such as engaging in prayer, meditation, commu­

nal worship, or various other forms of ritual. Closely rdated co practices are modes of 
experience, the ways in which a religion's adherents actually experience the conse­

quences of applying its teachings. These might include a sense of inner peace, a more 

acute sense of community with ochers, a greater awareness of the divine, or a state of 
profound enlightenment. 

ORGANIZATION 

Our survey begins in Chapter l with an introductory essay on the academic study of 
religions. After considering what religion is, the chapter identifies some of the ocher 



important questions scholars ask: What do rdigions do? What issues of universal con­

cern do they address? What do scholars mean when they speak of mystical experience 

or of transcendence? What are the constituent parts of rdigious traditions? How are 

rdigions today being affected by the forces of modernization, urbanization, globaliza­

tion, and science? Finally, the chapter explains why a multidisciplinary approach is 
necessary in any serious attempt to understand the world's rdigions. 

Chapter 1 is followed by two chapters on indigenous traditions. The book con­

cludes with a chapter on new religions. The ten chapters in the middle are organized 

according to geographical and (roughly) chronological order, as follows: first, the rdi­

gions of South Asian origin (Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, Sikhism); next, those of 

East Asian origin (Chinese religions, Japanese religions); and, finally, those of West 

Asian (or Middle Eastern) origin (Zoroastrianism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam). By 

studying the indigenous traditions first, students will gain an appreciation not only for 

the many living traditions that continue to thrive but also for certain ways of being 

rdigious (such as emphasis on oral transference of myths and other sacred lore) that at 

one time were predominant in most of today's major world rdigions. By studying new 

rdigions last, students will likewise gain an appreciation for living traditions, along 

with glimpsing the sorts of innovations that occur within the old traditions, too, as 

rdigions respond to the cultural, technological, social, and cultural changes and chal­

lenges of the world around them. 

NEW TO THE THIRD EDITION 

• Global Snapshot boxes We've created a new illustrated feature (called "Global

Snapshot") highlighting how rdigions are reflected in a globalized world or as

they are lived in diasporic communities. Examples include the rich and surprising

relationship between Shinto and anime; the use of social media by indigenous

Pacific Islanders to support Sioux peoples protesting at Standing Rock; Jain in­

volvement in contemporary environmentalist movements in the United States;

and the marvelously diverse Jewish communities oflndia.
• Enhanced coverage of religion and conAict In response to reviewer suggestions,

the third edition features clear and balanced explorations of the ways in which reli­

gion has sometimes been used to justify oppression and conflict. For example, the

intertwining of rdigion and increased nationalism in contemporary politics across

the globe is explored in contexts as diverse as Shinto, Buddhism, and Judaism.

• V ibrant, diverse new "Voices" Several new interviews in the popular "Voices"

feature provide further evidence of the diversity of contemporary religious prac­

tices. For example, in Chapter 13, "Islam," two young Muslim women discuss their

faith, their families, and their ambitions. And in Chapter 2, "Indigenous Religions of

North America," a young man of Northern-Southern Paiutc and Western Shoshone

descent movingly describes his participation in "cry ceremonies" and how Indians 

of his generation arc restoring traditional beliefs and practices.

Preface XIX 



xx Preface 

• A more uniform writing style We have worked throughout co streamline and

clarify the text, particularly in response to many helpful reviewer suggestions.

The use of italics as well as the spelling of non-English terms has been regular­

ized, and information in the "Notes" chat may be of immediate interest co stu­

dents has been incorporated into the main text.

• A more inviting look The overall design of this third edition has been refreshed

for readability as well as beauty. In addition, abundant new photographs were

selected co emphasize the diversity of how religions are lived today.

Along with the general features described above, chapter-specific revisions of par­

ticular note include: 

• Chapter l, "An Invitation to the Study of World Religions," features more ex­

tensive consideration of contemporary trends in religious studies scholarship; ex­

panded coverage of atheism, agnosticism, and the growing prevalence of religious 

"nones"; and a new section on the " downside" of religion, including violence and

terrorism perpetrated in its name.

• Chapter 2, "Indigenous Religions of North America," includes a new "Voices"

interview with supporting coverage of the Southern Paiuce. A new section on the

2016-2017 protests against the Dakota Access Pipeline at Standing Rock Indian

Reservation demonstrates the alignment of political, culcural, and spiritual inter­

ests among indigenous peoples in North America and globally.

• Chapter 4, "Hinduism," features a new opening vignette sec during the annual

festival Ganesh Chaturthi; an improved organizational scheme chat situates Yoga

along with the major philosophical systems as significant components of Jnana

Marga; enhanced treatment of gurus and sa ints; and expanded coverage of the

role of British colonialism in shaping and challenging the practice of Hinduism.

• Chapter 10, "Zoroastrianism," includes a new opening vignette set in Mumbai,

the city with the largest Zoroastrian population, as well as a revised "Teachings"

section that represents Zoroastrianism as a lived religion in today's world.

• Chapter 14, "New Religious Movements," features a new section on Falun Gong.

FEATURES AND PEDAGOGY 

Because the concepts and contexts of the world's religions are immeasurably complex, 

we have worked co present a clear and accessible introductory text. Our cone through­

out, while deeply informed by scholarship, is both accessible and appropriate for a 

wide range of undergraduate students. Consistent chapter structure also helps students 

co focus on content inasmuch as they do not have co renavigace each chapter anew. 

With the exception of Chapters land 14, every chapter in the book includes three core 

modules: the teachings of the religion, the history of the religion, and the religion as a 

way of life. This modular and predictable structure is also highly flexible, allowing 



instructors to easily create a syllabus that best reflects their own scholarly interests, as 
well as their students' learning needs. 

The study of religions can be daunting to newcomers, who must plunge into a sea 
of unfamiliar words, concepts, and cultures. For this reason, we have provided a vari­
ety of ways for students to engage with important ideas, personaljties, and visuals, 
such as: 

Voices: In personal, candid interviews, a diverse array of people share the ways 
they live their faith. 
Visual Guide: A key to important religious symbols, provided in an easy-to-read 

table for quick reference and comparison, is included in each "Way of Life" 
section. 
Maps and Timelines: Each chapter begins with a map to provide geographical 
context for a religion's development. Key features and places mentioned in the 
chapter are called out on the map. A timeline at the beginning of each chapter 
provides social and political context to help students situate each religion and 
trace its development. Finally, a comprehensive timeline of all the main religions 
covered in the book appears on the inside front and back covers. 

Seeking Answers: After each chapter's Conclusion, we revisit three essential 
questions that religions strive to answer. This feature helps students to review the 
chapter's key concepts and informs their ability to compare constructively the 

ways in which different religions address the same fundamental human 
questions: 

What is ultimate reality? 
How should we live in this world? 

What is our ul timate purpose? 
Other elements that facilitate teaching and learning include: 

Glossary: Important terms are printed in bold type at their first occurrence and 

are explained in the Glossary that follows each chapter. In addition, a glossary at 
the back of the book includes all of the key terms from the entire text. 
End-of-Chapter Questions: Each chapter concludes with two sets of questions 
to help students review, retain, and reAect upon chapter content. For Review 

questions prompt students to recall and rehearse key chapter concepts; For Further 
Reflection questions require students to think critically about the chapter's 
nuances and encourage both discussion and personal response by inviting students 
to engage in a more penetrating analysis of a tradition or taking a comparative 
approach. 
Suggestions for Further Reading: These annotated lists of some of the best and 
most recent works on each tradition, as well as online resources, encourage stu­
dents to pursue their exploration of the world's religions. 

Preface xx1 



xx11 Preface 

Rich, robust, and relevant visuals: Finally, we have filled the pages of Invitation 

to World Religions with an abundance of color photographs and illustrations that 
add visual experience to our verbal descriptions of sacred objects, buildings, art, 
and other material aspects of religious life. 

SUPPLEMENTS 

A rich set of supplemental resources is available to support teaching and learning in 
this course. These supplements include an Instructor's Manual, Computerized Test 
Bank, PowerPoint lecture outlines, and Student Resources on the Oxford University 
Press Ancillary Resource Center (ARC) and Learning Management System Car­

tridges with Instructor and Student Resources. 

The Oxford University Press Ancillary Resource Center (ARC) at oup-arc.com 
houses the following Instructor's Resources: 

• A Computerized Test Bank, including multiple-choice, true/false, fill-in-the­
blank, and essay questions

• An Instructor's Manual, including 
• A "pencil and paper" version of the Computerized Test Bank
• Chapter Summaries
• Chapter Learning Objectives
• Suggested Web Links and ocher Media Resources
• Web Links to Sacred Texts, accompanied by brief descriptions of their

content
• Lists of Key Terms and their defin itions from the text

• PowerPoint lecture outlines
• PowerPo int art database
• CNN video clips on significant beliefs, practices, and places related to a variety

of traditions covered in Invitation to World Religions. Each clip is approximately
five to ten minutes in length and accompanied by a summary and series of discus­
sion and multiple-choice  questions.

The Student Resources on the ARC contain the following: 
• Level one and levd two Student Quizzes taken from the Test Bank
• Chapter Learning Objectives
• Suggested Web Links and other Media Resources 
• Web Links to Sacred Texts
• Flashcards of Key Terms from the text

Learning Management System Cartridges are also available for Invitation to World 

Religions. For more information on this, please contact your OU P representative or 
call 1-800-280-0280. 
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An Invitation to 
the Study of World 
Religions 

ON MOST AMERICAN COLLEGE CAMPUSES, signs of the world's reli­

gions are readily observable. Bulletin boards display fliers announcing 

upcoming events pertaining to Buddhist meditation or Hindu sacred art 

or the Islamic observance of Ramadan. Campus religious groups engage 

in outreach activities at tables alongside walkways or in student unions, 

often with posters quoting scripture or displaying religious icons. Some 

icons even commonly adorn the students themselves-a cross necklace, 

for example, or a tattoo of the yin/yang symbol. 

To study the world's religions is to progress from mere observation of 

outward signs to understanding their meaning and relevance. Anyone who 

observes the yin-yang symbol can appreciate the beauty of its spiraling 

symmetry, but studying Chinese religion reveals a much more complex 

meaning. Mysterious in their origins, yin and yang are complementary 

primal energies that give rise to all creation. For the human being, to maintain 

a perfect balance of yin and yang is to live an ideal life. The nearly ubiquitous 

symbol of the cross similarly takes on new depths of meaning. even for 

many who identify themselves as Christian, when approached through 

the study of world religions. To Christians, God, the creator of all things, 

having taken on human form in the person of Jesus Christ, willingly suf­

fered the painful death of crucifixion on the cross to save humanity &om 

the power of sin. We can expand on our understanding of the meaning and 

cultural relevance of these two icons through a comparative study. Chinese 

religion, with its belief in the creative, complementary energies of yin and 

Candlelight vigils typically draw together people 
of different religious perspectives in times of sorrow 
as well as celebration. 
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yang, has no need for a creator such as the Christian God. The Christian concept of sin and 

the corresponding need for salvation are alien to the Chinese quest for balance of yin and 

yang. These two icons, in other words, signify profoundly different cultural orientations. 

To study the world's religions is to enhance one's understanding and appreciation of 

the rich variety of cultures around the globe. This chapter introduces this field of study by 

exploring the significance, examining the foundational concepts, and describing appropri­
ate strategies for the academic exploration of religion. �i� 

APPROACHING THE STUDY OF WORLD RELIGIONS 

I
n order to be an educated person today, one must have an awareness of world 

religions. To learn about world religions is to increase one's cultural literacy-the 

objective that lies at the heart of this study. The religious traditions examined in 

this book are foundational aspects of cultures around the globe. Religion plays a cru­

cial role in shaping, transforming, and transmitting cultures. Interacting with other 

cultural aspects-politics, economics, aesthetics-religion is a potent force in culture, 

in ways both constructive and destructive. When people believe they are acting in a 

manner that is condoned by a transcendent power or is in keeping with timeless tra­

dition, they tend to act more fervently and with greater conviction. In other words, 

religions are powerful, sometimes even dangerous. Knowing about them is crucial for 

negotiating our complex world. 

"World Religions" has been a course of study in American colleges and universities 

for nearly a century. Recently, the category has come under scrutiny by some scholars, 

as has the so-called worfd religions discourse that often accompanies it.' AJthough such 

scrutiny sometimes loses sight of the obvious-that "worfd religions" as an academic 

category is here to stay and that learning about its subject matter is vitally important­

critics are correct to demand sound academic approaches to the study. A primary con­

cern is that the study of world religions, and indeed the entire enterprise of the academic 

study of religion, arose within the nominally Christian European intellectual culture 

chat assumed that Christianity was a model of what a religion ought to be and, com­

monly, that it was the only true religion. Until the late decades of the ninete enth century, 

theorists applied the term world religion (in the singular) only to Christianity. Eventually 

Buddhism, Judaism, and occasionally Islam were grouped with Christianity as "world 

religions" (or "the world's religions"). By  the 1930s, the list had grown to include the ten 

co twelve religions chat still today are normally categorized as world religions. 

And so, to the basic need for knowing about the world religions (however they came 

to be categorized), we can add another vital need: chat we go about studying chem ap­

propriately through awareness of what we might call the "do's and don'ts" of religious 

studies, which this chapter explores in some derail. We can begin by noting that an 

appropriate study of world religions does not privilege any religion as being somehow ex­

emplary or the model with which others are to be compared. On a related note, we need 

co avoid terms and categories that are rooted in such privileging. For example, "faith" 
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is a natural term to use when studying Christianity, but it is fur 
less applicable to the study of Confucianism or Shinto. Other im­

portant issues involve underlying motives or assumptions that can 
coo easily creep in. A common assumption is chis: All religions 
ultimately say the same thing. This possibility is an intriguing one, 
but in Face, it is impossible to prove by way of a sound academic 

approach-that is, well-reasoned theorizing based on careful 
analysis of the evidence. 

The challenge of mastering the "do's" and avoiding the 
"don'ts" only enriches our study. We begin by considering the 

rise of the modern academic field of religious studies. 

Religion as a Subject of Academic Inquiry 

The academic study of religion, commonly known as "religious 
studies" {or sometimes as "comparative religion" or" history of re­
ligions") is a relatively recent development. Prior to the European 

Enlightenment of the eighteenth century, it rarely occurred to 

anyone to think of a religion as an entity chat could be sepa­

rated from ocher aspects of culture, and therefore as something 
that could be defined as a distinct category and studied as such. 
Enlightenment thinkers, most influentially the German philoso-

pher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), conceived of religion as something separate Ii-om 
the various phenomena the human mind is capable of perceiving.2 This impulse coward
categorically separating religion, coupled with European exploration of distant lands and 
their unfamiliar "religions," launched efforts to understand religion that have continued 
co the present day. This shift means that we modern observers need co be cautious when 

appraising the religious aspects of other cultures, lest we make the error of assuming chat 
all peoples have recognized religion as a distinctive category. Mose cultures throughout 

history have had neither the conceptual category nor a term meaning "religion." 

The academic study of religion is generally distinct Ii-om theology, the field of 
inquiry that focuses on considering the nature of the divine. Unlike religious studies, 
theology is an important example of doing and being religious, which naturally invites 
consideration of the supernatural and of the "truth" of religious claims. Religious 
studies, like most ocher academic pursuits, is to a large extent based on an approach 

co knowledge chat depends on analysis of empirical data . The discourse and actions 
of human beings can be observed and studied through normal means of academic 

inquiry; empirical evidence can be gathered, and through rational argumentation hy­
potheses can be formulated and supported. Supernatural beings and events normally 

are held co be beyond the reach of academic inquiry. The academic study of religion, 
as understood by the authors of chis book, is therefore not theology, however much we 
might admire theologians and enjoy studying their work, which is itself an important 
human enterprise and a major component of religion. 

William James defined 
religion as "the feelings, 
acts and experiences of 
individual men in their 
solitude.• This Orthodox 
Christian priest sits 
alone in the Amhara 
region of northwestern 
Ethiopia. 




