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history, and he must be dull indeed who does not of his own accord observe that much
which the Scriptures represent as having happened never actually occurred.

Church Father Origen (third century cE), On First Principles, as quoted in

David Friedrich Strauss, The Life of Jesus Critically Examined

God is neither Hindu nor Muslim.
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Like all human practices, comparing religions has a
history. Rooted, as we shall see, in forms of thought
that were originally Christian and Jewish, it gradually
separated from those religious traditions over the last
two hundred years until it became its own unique
and largely independent thing. Its definitive birth
occurred in the Protestant, mostly German univer-
sities of Europe in the beginning of the nineteenth
century, with a few particularly brave professors who
were reading the Bible carefully and noticing all sorts
of contradictions and repeated stories, rather like
Origen in our opening epigraph (much more on this
in Chapter 2).

Birth is one thing, however, and development or
maturation is quite another. Many of the field’s most
generative and radical thinkers have been secular
(non-religious) Jewish intellectuals living in Christian
societies. As we shall repeatedly see, the “outsider”
usually sees things more clearly. In the last decades a
number of major theorists have emerged from
around the globe, often with rich multicultural back-
grounds and educations. If one used to read mostly
European names for much of the twentieth century
(Durkheim, Eliade, Feuerbach, Freud, Marx, Otto,
and Weber, for example), one reads more and more
Asian, African, and Middle Eastern names today



(Appiah, Asad, Kakar, Obeyesekere, and Said, for
example).

In terms of pure numbers, institutional homes, and
publishing houses, however, the centers of the field
today remain primarily in the USA and Europe. There is
a reason for this. Whether of Christian or Jewish origin,
whether practiced in the Americas, Europe, the Middle
East, Asia, Africa, or Australia, the study of religion as a
broad-based institution established and carried in cen-
ters of higher learning in literally thousands of class-
rooms every day is a historical product and reflection of
modern Western civilization, of its secular values, and
of its broad vision of a liberal or “free” society.

The Comparative Practices of Polytheism

Which is not to say at all that comparative practices
around that human activity we now call “religion” are
unique to the modern world. They are not. Indeed
such forms of thought go back as far as we can see
in the written historical record. Martin Riesbrodt
describes this ancient human ability to recognize
religious activity and the religions this way:

In all ages people have distinguished interaction with
superhuman powers from other forms of action. In dif-
ferent times and cultures, religious actors and institutions
have seen each other as similar, no matter whether this
perception was expressed in competition and polemics
or in cooperation, assimilation, and identification. In
addition, all rulers of religious pluralistic empires—the
Achaemenids, the Sassanians, the Romans, the T’ang,
Ming, or Qing dynasties, the Japanese emperors, the
Fatimids, or the Mughal dynasty—have pursued a
politics of religion.!

In short, human beings, communities, and political
powers have been “comparing religions” more or less
effortlessly for a very long time. Theyve had to.
Which is not to say that all of these comparative prac-
tices worked in the same way or, much less, came to
the same conclusions. They did not.

Comparative Practices in Global History

From the Mysteries to the Mystical

We will be looking at a broad spectrum of compara-
tive practices and conclusions as we proceed. One
such comparative style-which bears a particularly
close relationship to the comparative practices of
some of the modern intellectuals who, as we shall see
in Chapter 2, created the discipline of “comparative
religion”—can be found among individuals whom we
have come to call mystics. Since we will be returning
to this theme of a resonance between comparativism
and mysticism at different points in the textbook, it
seems appropriate to begin with it here.

The language of the “mystical” stretches back to
the ancient Greek mysteries, a set of special rituals
that were believed to bestow immortality on those
who partook of them. Their details were success-
fully shrouded from history as a result of the impo-
sition of strict vows of silence and secrecy. Hence
the Greek initiate was known as a mustés—literally
someone who keeps silent or “shut” (this is the
origin of the modern word “mystic”). Hence also
the adjective mustikos—“secret, and later on
“mystical”

We do not really like the clumsy modern noun
“mysticism.” We will employ it from time to time,
because our sources do, but we much prefer adjec-
tival forms like the mystical (as in the French la mys-
tique, with all the scholarship on it). Such expressions
are part of a comparativist language that scholars use
to refer back to, and compare, all those traditions
within the general history of religions that emphasize
some “hidden” or “secret” communion, connection,
even complete identity, between human nature and
the “really Real,” however these two are conceived.
Precisely because of this experienced unity or iden-
tity, mystical traditions generally emphasize same-
ness and downplay difference. Indeed, the most
radical forms of mystical thought deny difference
altogether, insisting that cultural, religious, and
ethnic differences are entirely surface matters and
that deep down we all share, we all are, the same
Reality.
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The Axial Age

This transcending of local differences in the name of
some shared or deeper sameness has a history too.
Most of the doctrines that surround these types of
claims can be traced no further back than the middle
of the first millennium BcE. Following the German
psychiatrist and philosopher Karl Jaspers, this gen-
eral period of global history is sometimes called the
Axial Age, since civilizations around the world,
seemingly without clear contact, turned in new direc-
tions during these centuries, as if around a shared
global-spiritual axis. The Axial Age may have
emerged from the rise of urbanization, social stratifi-
cation, and the disillusionments of city life. It may
also have arisen from the specialization and leisure of
new priestly and scribal elites, or from altered states
of mind of individual forest sages and trance
prophets. Or, perhaps most likely of all, it may have
emerged from all of these factors working together.
Whatever the causes, something appears to have
“clicked” around the globe.

Karen Armstrong summarizes Jaspers thesis in
her usual, clear way:

From about 900 to 200 BCE, in four distinct regions, the
great world traditions that have continued to nourish
humanity came into being: Confucianism and Daoism
in China; Hinduism and Buddhism in India; mono-
theism in Israel; and philosophical rationalism in
Greece. This was the period of the Buddha, Socrates,
Confucius, and Jeremiah, the mystics of the Upanishads,
Mencius, and Euripides. During this period of intense
creativity, spiritual and philosophical geniuses pio-
neered an entirely new kind of human experience.?

What was this new experience? Put one way, we
might say that the Axial Age turned particular indi-
viduals “in” to produce new forms of self-conscious-
ness that were not simply social or communal but
could now reflect back on society in a critical and dis-
tant fashion. For the first time, human beings began
to “step outside themselves” in significant numbers.
They no longer completely equated their experiences
of consciousness with their cultures. As a result, some

individuals could now extend their view of the
human being beyond their local tribe, city, or even
empire. They could think universally instead of only
locally. They could think of sameness as well as of
difference. In short, they discovered comparativism.

Early Projection Theory

Comparativist thinking, of course, is not always
based on religious experiences. Indeed, more often it
is based on keen observation, careful classification,
and rational analysis. The results here are very differ-
ent. Difference now tends to subsume sameness. One
of the earliest, and certainly one of the most striking
examples of this kind of rational comparison occurs in
the ancient Greek writer Xenophanes of Colophon
(c. 570-475 BCE). Xenophanes left us the following
lines on what we today call anthropomorphism, that
is, the universal tendency of human beings to imagine
their deities in human (anthropos) form (morphe), and
more especially in the forms of their own ethnicities
and physical features:

If oxen, or lions, or horses had hands like men, they
too,

If they could fashion pictures, or statues they could
hew,

They would shape in their own image each face and
form divine—

Horses’ gods like horses, like kine the gods of kine.

“Snub-nosed are the Immortals, and black,” the
Ethiops say;

But “No,” the Thracians answer, “red-haired, with
eyes of grey.?

Early Diffusion Theory

Perhaps a little later, the Greek fifth-century historian
Herodotus took the comparative practice one step
further when he argued that much of Greek culture
and religious practice (including his own) was
indebted to the earlier practices and beliefs of the
Egyptians. He also “compared” (really identified) the
Greek gods with their Egyptian counterparts in a way



that supported what we would today call a diffusion
theory—that is, the idea that a religious complex in
one place came from another place and that religious
ideas and practices in general tend to “spread out”
through migration, trade, war, empire, and other
human activities that involve travel. Later Roman
authors would similarly “compare” or identify their
own Roman deities with the earlier Greek ones, hence
the Greek Zeus became the Roman Jupiter, the Greek
Hermes became the Roman Mercury, and so on.

Polytheism as Cross-Cultural Understanding

It was in this way that polytheism—the belief in
many deities—functioned as an implicit form of
comparative practice. How? In the polytheistic imag-
ination it is not only the case that the gods of one
culture can be translated into those of another. There
is also an underlying assumption that it is perfectly
natural, and hence acceptable, that different peoples
will worship different deities. Polytheism thus effec-
tively relativizes religious practice and assumes that
no practice or belief of this nature should be imposed
on another people or community. It is not, of course,
the case that polytheistic cultures have not engaged
in cross-cultural violences of various sorts, including
invasion and empire. They most certainly have. But
these have generally not been motivated by or articu-
lated through explicit religious reasons (such as
conversion or salvation).

The scholar of ancient Egypt Jan Assmann traces
this polytheistic logic all the way back to the beginning
of written history, to Mesopotamia in the third millen-
nium BCE, from which it would have spread throughout
the ancient Near East in the second millennium BCE.
In doing so, he suggests that the polytheistic compara-
tive practice was based on three separate notions or
principles: (1) name (the local name of the deity in
Egyptian, Greek, Latin, and so on); (2) shape (what the
deity looked like or how it was imagined); and (3)
function (what natural or cosmic process the deity was
believed to control or look over). Whereas the names
and shapes differed dramatically from context to con-
text, the functions were relatively stable. It was in this

Comparative Practices in Global History

way that ancient polytheistic practices could effec-
tively balance difference (1 and 2) and sameness (3).
Here is how Assmann puts the matter:

The polytheistic religions overcame the primitive eth-
nocentrism of tribal religions by distinguishing several
deities by name, shape, and function. The names are, of
course, different in different cultures, because the lan-
guages are different. The shapes of the gods and the
forms of worship may also differ significantly. But the
functions are strikingly similar ... The different peoples
worshipped different gods, but nobody contested the
reality of foreign gods and the legitimacy of foreign
forms of worship.®

Assmann can thus speak of polytheism as a kind of
“intercultural translatability” What he means by
this is that the logic of polytheism allowed peoples
to understand and even appreciate the deities and
rituals of other peoples by “translating” them into
their own languages and customs. Today we might
frame this as a kind of cross-cultural understanding.
In any case, the gods could be compared, because
they served very similar functions. This was their
sameness.

FEuhemerism

There were other ways of explaining why there were
so many gods. One of these would become connected
to the figure of Euhemerus (c. 330-260 BCE).
Euhemerus advanced the theory that the gods had
originally been human beings who were worshipped
in their own lives for their accomplishments and
later, after their deaths, were divinized as local gods.
This was a very solid thesis in a Mediterranean world
where Egyptian pharaohs had been worshipped as
gods on earth for millennia, the Macedonian King
Alexander the Great (356-223 BCE) had just been
divinized, and living Roman emperors would soon
be worshipped as gods by their subjects. This idea of
gods as exaggerated human beings is still very much
with us in numerous forms and is called, after its
apparent creator, Euhemerism.
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Figure 1.1 Giant stone statue portraying the Egyptian

pharaoh Ramses II (c. thirteenth century BCE) as Osiris (the
god of the afterlife). Abu Simbel temple, Egypt. Photographed
by Andrew Holt. © Andrew Holt/Getty Images.

The Nonlocal Self

Before we leave the ancient polytheistic world, we
might also mention the Egyptian-born Greek philos-
opher Plotinus (c. 205-270 cE). After studying for 11
years with a mysterious teacher in Alexandria, Egypt,
Plotinus became convinced that he needed to learn
more about Persian and Indian philosophy.® This
may have been because he saw profound similarities
between his own early experiences of a transcendent
and immortal “Mind” (nous) as the knower of “the
One” (to hen) beyond all multiplicity and the Indian
doctrines of the immortal “Self” (atman) as the

knower of the cosmic ground of all being (brahman).
They certainly look alike.”

Plotinus was hardly the first to locate wisdom in
the East. Intellectuals of his culture had long and
commonly done the same. This ancient compara-
tivist conviction has been called Platonic orien-
talism, on account of (1) its reverence for the
philosophy of Plato as a kind of divine revelation; and
(2) its location of earlier expressions of this divine
revelation in “the orient” or “the East” As we shall
have numerous occasions to see, this ancient location
of a special wisdom “in the East” has been an
extremely consistent conviction throughout western
history.

The scholar who coined the expression, John
Walbridge, did so in order to name the “science of
lights” of a twelfth-century Muslim mystic named
Suhrawardi (1155-1191), who venerated the sages of
Egypt, Persia, India, and China and emphasized direct
experience and a photic “illumination” (that is, the
experience of an actual if non-ordinary light, phos)
over abstract thinking, rational speculation, and literal
belief. The true philosopher, Suhrawardi declared,
teaches out of these experiences of divine radiance
through evocative symbols, which are actual refrac-
tions and reflections of the mystical light.®

Whether it was because of his experiences of Mind
or out of this comparativist conviction in the wisdom
of the East (or both), Plotinus hitched a ride with the
Roman army on its way to march on the Persians and
the Indians. The army was beat back and Plotinus
never got to study with the Persians or the Indians.
Still, the apparent desire of the philosopher to under-
stand more deeply his own experiences in the mirror
of not one, but two foreign cultures is a remarkable
early example of the comparativist spirit.

The case of Plotinus points toward a most inter-
esting pattern within the general history of religions
that is seldom mentioned, probably because it violates
how religion is supposed to work. Human beings, it
turns out, sometimes have life-changing experiences
that cannot be fit into their own local categories and
social contexts (which is how this is supposed to
work), but that fit well within the categories of a



“foreign” culture. For the sake of more examples to
come, let us call this comparativist pattern the non-
local self. The self is “nonlocal” here in the simple
sense that its deepest experiences can find few or no
resources in the culture in which it was born. Here
comparison ceases to be an abstract exercise and
becomes a quest for the truth of one’s own deepest
self, which is reflected and refracted most accurately
elsewhere.
Hence Plotinus on his way to Persia and India.

Cosmotheism and Evolutionary Monotheism

Figures like Plotinus should alert us to the fact that
ancient peoples often asked (and answered) very
serious questions about why there were so many reli-
gions and how they were related to one another, even
at great distances. They should alert us to the fact that
ancient peoples were “comparing religions” These
peoples were thus constantly balancing sameness and
difference and translating the latter into the former.
Accordingly, polytheisms around the ancient world
(Egypt, Greece, Rome, Persia, and India—all come to
mind) often developed into extremely sophisticated
forms of monotheism as well. Jan Assmann calls this
phenomenon evolutionary monotheism, since these
forms of monotheism “evolved” or developed out
of earlier polytheisms. He also calls them forms of
cosmotheism.’

The last term, which was originally coined from
the Greek in 1782, refers to any model of the divine
that understands the physical universe (kosmos) to be
an actual manifestation of a god or God (theos) and—
just as importantly—commonly understands the
local or multiple deities as a kind of interface between
the physical universe and this hidden animating
force: in short, this is a kind of poly-mono-theism.
The key, though, is this: the world is not separate
from the ultimate god or God in it. The physical
universe is a god.

As in other theological visions, there is a spectrum
here, and the different colors of the spectrum blend
in and out of one another. Modern thinkers have
latched onto particular bandwidths and provided yet
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more names. In some forms of cosmotheism, God is
the universe and the universe is God, and nothing
is—as it were—left over. These forms are referred to
as pantheism, literally “everything-[is]-God-ism. In
other forms the cosmic God is the universe, but this
God also overflows or transcends the universe. The
cosmos, as it is commonly put, is “God’s body”
Scholars sometimes refer to these models as forms of
panentheism, literally “all-in-God-ism”

Wherever we ourselves choose to locate the models
on this spectrum, it is clear that something like
cosmotheism had major repercussions for how
comparison was carried out in the ancient world.
Assman, for example, uses the myths and metaphors
of cosmotheism to explain how ancient peoples often
understood their own religious images and symbols
as both revealing and concealing the truth of divinity
at the same time. Just as the god both is the world and
is not (just) the world, so too images and symbols
reveal this cosmic divinity even as they fail to encom-
pass or fully explain it. The gods are an interface or
medium, not the final truth. Every revealing is thus,
by necessity, also a concealing.'” This is a sophisti-
cated comparative practice, to be sure, and it should
warn us away, immediately and firmly, from any
naive framing of polytheism as the simple worship of
many gods. It should also remind us that even poly-
theistic cultures sometimes find a form of mono-
theism that can balance sameness and difference to
be a fuller and deeper truth than a simple polytheism
that can express only difference. Sometimes poly-
theism is monotheism of another sort.

Theory as “Vision Trip”

The implicit linking of philosophy and travel in the
story of Plotinus bears witness to the roots of the
Greek term theoria (“spectacle,” “contemplation”),
from which we get our own modern “theory”” Figures
like the Greek philosopher Plato used the term to
mean something like “cosmic vision” or the direct
knowing of divine truths, beyond mere opinion: in
short, it had the exact opposite value of what many

people mean today when they quip, “it’s just a theory”
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It was not just a theory in ancient Greece. The
word theoria originally referred to the practice of
state pilgrimage, in which a person called a theoros
(“seer”) would travel to another city to witness reli-
gious spectacles or to consult an oracle. The seer
could do this officially, on behalf of his own city, or
personally, for his own private needs. In the former
case, which probably became a model for Greek phi-
losophers like Plato, the key was the entire process of
(1) leaving home; (2) witnessing divine things on a
journey abroad; and then (3) returning to one’s own
city in order to report on the witnessed spectacle.

The return was not just a return, however, for the
seer was inevitably transformed by the spectacular
journey. As Andrea Wilson Nightingale explains, “he
thus ‘returns’ as a sort of stranger to his own kind,
bringing radical alterity [otherness or strangeness]
into the city ... he possesses a divine perspective that
is foreign to the ordinary man.”*! To put it in our own
terms now (and this is most important), the concept
of “theory” originated in the triple process of departure
from one’s own culture, comparative envisioning of
other peoples religious spectacles abroad, and return
home—often to a certain confusion, isolation, or even
rejection—to report on what was seen.

Thomas Tweed has summarized the matter in a
three-word sound bite, very much worth memo-
rizing at the beginning of our own journey together:
“theory is travel”'? This makes more than a little
sense, since a person generally does not, and usually
cannot, question (that is, theorize) his or her own
society and beliefs until he or she physically leaves
that culture and encounters a very different one.
Only then can a person realize, often with something
of a shock, that there are many ways to be a human
being and that none of them is obviously or neces-
sarily superior to the others. Travel has become a
kind of embodied comparative practice, and the
theorist or seer has become a stranger to his or her
own community.

For us, the lesson is clear enough: if you want to
become a real thinker and a real comparativist, you
must leave home in every sense of that term. Come
back, for sure. But you really must leave first. So go.

The Comparative Practices of Monotheism:
Early Judaism

During the Axial Age, the polytheism of the ancient
Near East was definitively interrupted and, eventu-
ally, effectively cancelled in many places by the rise of
monotheism: the belief in one deity, almost always
imagined as male, that is, as a god. The rise of mono-
theism is generally connected with the ancient religion
of the Israelites.

Ancient Israelite religion is the source tradition
out of which the later monotheisms of Judaism and
Christianity emerged. It was this ancient Israelite
culture that broke with the mythical imagination of
the ancient world, which tended to think in terms of
cycles, and began to imagine its god as acting in
material history and in linear time. God became the
Lord of history, and history itself came to be experi-
enced as an expression of the will and intentions of
the divine. It was the ancient Israelites, again, who
claimed a particular covenant or “contractual
agreement” with the single God and thus articulated
a theology of election—in other words the religious
notion that a particular people (in this case, the
Israelites) is called by God to give witness, to “the
nations,” to the existence of the one God and to his
ethical intentions for all of humanity, eventually con-
ceived of, in the Jewish imagination, as a single
community under a single God. And it was ancient
Israelite culture that developed, through its ecstatic
and visionary prophets, a tradition of moral critique
and social justice and later, through its scholar-teach-
ers or rabbis, extremely sophisticated techniques for
interpreting its own scriptural texts. It was this
learned rabbinic culture that eventually created what
we now think of as Judaism.

The Modern Birth of “Monotheism”

With the biblical religion of the ancient Israelites,
however, we plunge already into a whole series of his-
torical and comparative dilemmas. To begin with, the
word “monotheism” was not invented until the eigh-



teenth century. It is found nowhere, for example, in
the Jewish or Christian scriptures (a scripture is any
set of texts that is considered revealed or sacred by a
community). It appears nowhere in the Jewish scrip-
ture, the Torah (this is a Hebrew word derived from
the same root as the verb “to instruct” or “to give
advice” such as a teacher gives to a student or a parent
a child). Nor is it found anywhere in the Bible (from
the Greek biblion, “book” —namely the books, biblia,
that make up the Christian scriptures). When we
use a term like monotheism, then, we are speaking of
our modern worldviews more than of any ancient
worldview.

God(s)

Consider this. Even if this one god is capitalized in
English as “God,” it is important to understand that
there is no capitalization practice in Hebrew, the lan-
guage of the Torah. To make matters more compli-
cated still, one of the oldest Hebrew terms for “God”
is elohim, which is in fact plural and means “the
gods”” That is right: one of the most ancient words for
“god” in the Bible actually means “the gods” The
single English capital letter “G,” then, carries a whole
set of religious assumptions, all of which revolve
around the idea that “God” is different from “the
gods” or “(a) god” In short, it is important that you
understand that that single English capitalized letter
is itself a comparative practice and is imbued with all
sorts of assumptions. It is designed to emphasize
difference, to set apart and distinguish the capitalized
“God” from all those lower-case “gods.”

The Monotheistic Distinction

Assmann has called this insistence on absolute
difference, on God against the gods, the “monothe-
istic distinction”—“distinction” here as in “what sets
apart” or “makes different” If cosmotheism was an
“evolutionary monotheism” that affirmed all the gods
as ultimately One, the monotheistic distinction was a
“revolutionary monotheism” that broke with the
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earlier systems and insisted that all other gods must
be rejected.

Such a revolutionary monotheism did not begin
with Moses or, for that matter, with the Torah.
Historically speaking, this kind of monotheism is
clearly attested for the first time in connection with
the Egyptian Pharaoh Akhenaten, also known as
Pharaoh Amenophis IV, who dramatically enforced a
monotheistic religion around the sun god Aten in the
fourteenth century BCE, well before there was any
Torah or Judaism. Akhenaten’s was a most radical
break with all that came before in Egyptian religion,
which was robustly polytheistic. Indeed, Akhenaten’s
new religion was so different and so incongruous that
after his death this religion was cancelled, his name
was removed from the lists of kings, and artistic rep-
resentations of him were defaced.

Centuries later another revolutionary monotheism
would resurface in the same part of the world and
would become connected to another Egyptian name:
Moses. It was this remembered Moses who played
the central role in what would become the Jewish
story of being saved or liberated from polytheistic
Egypt—which came to represent, in this same mono-
theistic imagination, everything that was wrong,
everything that was to be rejected as “pagan” or “idol-
atrous” This absolute distinction between the one
God of Israel and the polytheistic corruptions of
Egypt is what Assmann means by the “monotheistic
distinction” The ancient Israelites had been chosen
or “elected” to become “witness” of the one true God.
Jews were to be set apart from all of the other sur-
rounding peoples and cultures, which they came to
call “gentiles”—that is, peoples and nations who are
not part of the Israelite community.

This same distinction would have an immeasurable
impact on the future of religion not just in the ancient
Near East, but around the world up to this very day. It
is as central to the histories of Christianity and Islam
as it is to the histories of Judaism, even though, as we
shall soon see, Christianity and Islam took this dis-
tinction further with their explicit policies of con-
quest and conversion. It would also have a major
impact on the comparative imagination. No longer
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could other people’s deities be translated into the con-
ceptions of one’s own monotheistic community. It was
no longer a matter of your sun god and my sun god
doing the same solar work under different names and
cultural shapes. Now it was all a matter of “true reli-
gion” and “false religion.” Compromise was out. A
new form of human difference had appeared.

Indeed, Assmann has argued that the whole concept
of “religion” is itself a construction of monotheism,
since, before monotheism, no one would have spoken
or thought like that; no one would have thought of
“true” and “false” religions. He puts it this way:

The distinction I am concerned with ... is the distinc-
tion between true and false religion that underlies
more specific distinctions such as Jews and Gentiles,
Christians and pagans, Muslims and unbelievers. Once
the distinction is drawn, there is no end of reentries or
subdistinctions. We start with Christians and pagans
and end up with Catholics and Protestants, Calvinists
and Lutherans, Socinians and Latitudinarians, and a
thousand more similar denominations and subdenomi-
nations. Cultural or intellectual distinctions such as
these construct a universe that is not only full of
meaning, identity, and orientation, but also full of
conflict, intolerance, and violence.!?

Monotheism, then, is not just another religion. It
is a “counter-religion,” as it is poised against every
other religion. Indeed “it rejects and repudiates
everything that went before” And so, “whereas
polytheism ... rendered different cultures mutually
transparent and compatible, the new counter-reli-
gion blocked intercultural translatability. False gods
cannot be translated.”'* They can only be denied. Or
destroyed.

Because of this, the subsequent Jewish, Christian,
and Muslim attitudes toward other religions were
more or less intolerant on a narrative, structural, or
logical plane, and sometimes coercive, or even
violent, on an economic, social, and political plane.
Again, this is not to claim, of course, that polytheistic
religions and peoples were perfectly tolerant or did
not engage in cross-cultural violences. They were

not; and they did. It is to observe that a new, powerful
logic and language of religious intolerance had
appeared on the scene.

The Gods and Early Israelite Intolerance

Generally speaking, the Hebrew texts of the Torah
do not deny the existence of other gods. Quite the
contrary, they assume their existence. The Hebrew
prophets certainly saw the local gods and goddesses
as dangerous competitors. One of the common bib-
lical ways to express Israel’s relationship to its god
and to his competitors was through the language of
sexuality. In the words of some of the prophets (par-
ticularly Hosea and Isaiah), the community of Israel
was understood to be the “wife” or “bride” of God.
Hence any commerce with these other deities was
labeled “adultery” One prophet, Hosea, was even
married to a prostitute and used this relationship to
act out or prophesy about Israel’s unfaithful “whor-
ing” with other nations and deities.

This sense of difference went far beyond the meta-
phorical language of sexual jealousy and adultery,
however. Israel was encouraged to destroy the peo-
ple, the children, even the livestock that made up the
surrounding Canaanite cultures. Here are some
sample passages from the Hebrew scriptural texts:

Whoever sacrifices to any god, other than the LORD
alone, shall be devoted to destruction. (Exodus 22.20)

you shall not bow down to their gods, or worship
them, or follow their practices, but you shall utterly
demolish them and break their pillars in pieces.
(Exodus 23.24)

you shall drive out all the inhabitants of the land from
before you, destroy all their figured stones, destroy all
their cast images, and demolish all their high places.
You shall take possession of the land and settle in it,
for I have given you the land to possess. (Numbers
33.52-53)

“Intolerant” seems much too tame a word to describe
this biblical god, at least as we have him described
and represented in passages like these.



Qualifications

But we have to be very careful here, and for at least
four reasons.

1 First, we must be both humble about what we
know about the ancient world and suspicious of what
the ancient texts tell us. To take only one example,
there simply is no archaeological or anthropological
evidence that any kind of military invasion or con-
quest of Palestine ever occurred along the lines called
for and described in such passages (as we will repeat-
edly emphasize, scriptural texts cannot be read as
accurate historical reports). What did happen must
remain in the realm of speculation. One possible sce-
nario is that the “Israelites” were originally semi-
nomads who settled in the highlands by the thirteenth
century BCE and came into conflict with the political
authorities of the lowlands, that is, the Egyptians and
Canaanites. As the centuries ticked by and the
political authority of the Egyptians and Canaanites
waned, these different highland tribes consolidated,
took on their own political and religious identity
(which, like all identities, they invented), and adopted
a variety of practices and identity markers, like cir-
cumcision and the avoidance of pork, probably
because their main enemies, the Philistines, did not
circumcise and ate copious amounts of pork."”
Whether this or some other scenario is accurate, one
consensus remains strong: the Hebrew stories were
originally designed to fuse a political and a religious
identity. They were not a collection of accurate histories
of “what really happened”

2 Second, no religious tradition can be identified
with its scriptural texts: religions are much more than
their texts, however sacred these are held to be.
Rituals, cultural customs, social institutions, artistic
representations, and countless invisible acts of piety
and prayer are just as important, if not more.
Moreover, scriptural traditions are often filled with
teachings, prohibitions, and exhortations that are,
quite simply, impossible to follow for any but the
most devout and extreme. If the truth be told, the
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religious life of the vast majority of people is as much
about politely ignoring particular scriptural texts as it
is about acting them out. We will return to this idea
in Chapter 10, when we will see that the modern
virtue of “tolerance” is largely about not acting on
one’s religious convictions.

3 Third, most religions, especially Judaism, have
developed sophisticated ways of reading scriptural
texts that qualify, or even deny, their own most trou-
bling passages. Much of Jewish history is a history of
minority communities engaging in sophisticated
innovation, critical compromise, and learned refash-
ioning of the tradition through legal and rabbinic
scholarship and, much later, through modern Jewish
philosophy. The ancient rabbis often accomplished
this innovation through the distinction between an
oral and a written Torah. This distinction was based
on the idea that the Hebrew text of the Torah (the
“written Torah”) needed to be constantly interpreted
by living scholars and that these interpretations con-
stituted a second “oral Torah,” perhaps not of equal
authority, but nevertheless of great importance and
practical implications.

This idea was in turn based on the principle that
the Torah does not mean just one thing but is rather
infinitely meaningful, and hence always capable of
revealing more of the divine truth. Since no single
interpretation can exhaust the Torah’s revelation, it
naturally follows that the Torah can and should be
interpreted anew, in each generation and for each
community. This sensibility was expressed power-
fully by Rabbi Moshe Hayyim Luzzatto, an eigh-
teenth-century writer who went so far as to claim
that “all the roots of the souls of Israel are in the
Torah, so that they are six-hundred-thousand inter-
pretations of the Torah, which are apportioned to the
six-hundred-thousand souls of Israel” In short,
there are as many appropriate interpretations of the
Jewish scriptures as there are Jews.

4 Fourth, there are other Torah passages that pre-
sent a different sort of deity, one not entirely obsessed
with preserving the ritual purity of Israel vis-a-vis its
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Figure 1.2 A Difficult Passage of the Talmud, by Isaac Snowman. © Bettmann/Corbis.

surrounding cultures. In these, we find prophets wit-
nessing against the social and economic injustices of
poverty and political oppression and proclaiming a
kind of universal salvation through the chosen nation
of Israel and its promised restoration. The prophetic
traditions of Amos, Hosea, and Isaiah are most
remarkable examples of such visions of social and
economic justice poised against the rich and pow-
erful. The book of Isaiah is probably the clearest
example of a developing religious universalism in
the Torah.

Still, the texts of the Torah as such never really
reach what we would consider tolerance in the
very modern sense of that term—that is, an equal
respect for other traditions. We cannot be anach-
ronistic here. Religious tolerance and an accurate
comparativism are our concerns and values, not
those of the Torah. Bottom line? The ancient bib-
lical record is, at best, profoundly ambiguous on
questions of cross-cultural understanding and fair
comparison, at least as we understand these two

kinds of values and practices today, in our global-
izing world. In truth, in these early texts there was
little of either.

The Comparative Practices of Monotheism:
Early Christianity

In the first few centuries of the Common Era, the early
Christian communities, which in the beginning were
Jewish communities, came to believe in what they
would call a “new covenant” with God, which was now
believed to surpass and complete the “old covenant” of
the Torah. Hence the eventual Christian expressions
New Testament and Old Testament (“testament”
simply comes from testamentum, “will, testament;” the
noun used in the Latin translation to render the earlier
Hebrew category of “covenant”). This new contract
revolved around the belief that a Jewish rabbi named
Jesus (Hebrew Yeshua, or Joshua) was the “anointed”



one (messiah in Hebrew, Christos in Greek)—that is,
the one chosen to re-establish the reign of God or, as
Jesus himself appears to have expressed it (mostly
through parable or enigmatic story), “the kingdom of
heaven.” This same Jewish rabbi was eventually exe-
cuted by the Roman authorities as a rabble-rouser and
criminal—he was sent to the electric chair of the time:
a gory public crucifixion.

Biblical scholars have debated endlessly how Jesus
understood his own relationship with God. They are
hardly alone. We know that early Christians fought
for centuries over the same question. Some early
Christians considered Jesus to be a great man, a
prophet perhaps, but nothing more. Others regarded
him as a pure god whose humanity and sufferings
were an illusion. Others still took him for an eternal
savior figure who had descended from the heavens
into the material world to enlighten and awaken the
divine spark in individuals and so rescue them from
the clutches of a corrupt, even demonic social and
religious order. Finally, others—and these are the
people who eventually won these early cultural
wars—considered him to be literally the son of God,
namely a son born of a virgin, who had suffered and
died on a cross as a sacrifice for the sins of the world
and was resurrected by God on the third day.

In short, Christianity developed the most aston-
ishing claim that God had taken on human nature—
had been “enfleshed”—in Jesus of Nazareth. Jesus, in
this winning view, was both fully human and fully
divine. As the much later Nicene Creed put the
matter (in Greek philosophical terms), he was of the
“same substance” (homoousios) as God himself. Jesus
was God. And he was a human being.

On “Old” and “New” as Comparative Terms

As they fought over who Jesus was, the early followers
of Jesus were also faced with how to articulate their
relationship with the parent religion—an emerging
Judaism. Over the course of a century or so, they
would accomplish this with the help of the already
mentioned expressions “Old Testament” and “New
Testament.” These are examples of what scholars call
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polemics or apologetics: religious categories that are
designed to criticize, subordinate, or argue against
another religious worldview (hence they are “polem-
ical”), even as they establish the superior truths of
one’s own religious worldview (hence they are “apol-
ogetic”). Having these features, the “testament”
expressions are designed to argue that the Greek
Christian texts of the “New Testament” complete or
fulfill the Hebrew Jewish texts or “Old Testament.” To
put it a bit more bluntly, the claim embedded in them
is that Christianity has inherited the mantle of Israel
and is now the true spiritual Israel, as it were.

Historical accuracy and religious polemics and
apologetics, however, are two very different matters.
Accordingly, many biblical scholars no longer use the
phrase (or title) Old Testament except when they are
explicitly treating Christian materials or readings,
and then they do it always with a clear explanation of
how this phrase has been used to privilege Christianity
over Judaism.

Canon Formation

The development of the Christian “New Testament”
and the Christian renaming of the Jewish Torah as
the “Old Testament” are also examples of what
scholars call canon formation. The word “canon”
comes from a Greek term that originally referred to a
measuring plumb line used by ancient carpenters to
assure a straight line. It was later adopted by Christian
theologians and bishops to name the set of texts that
were held to be revealed, sacred, and authoritatively
“straight,” in contrast to the “crooked” ones that were
held to have human authorship and hence to fall
outside the realm of true revelation. Related here are
the nouns orthodoxy (literally “straight teaching”)
and heterodoxy (literally “other/different teaching,’
but here something like “wrong teaching”).

The important thing to keep in mind is that a
canon is relative to a particular religious tradition.
What is “canonical” or “revealed” for one religious
tradition is often only partially true or, worse yet,
destructive or just plain silly for another. Often, how-
ever, one canon does not simply dismiss or demean a
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previous parent canon: it includes it, if always at a
lower level, within its own canon. So the Christian
canon absorbed and changed the meaning of the
Jewish canon in the second century cg, when it devel-
oped its notions of the “Old” and “New” Testaments.
Then the Islamic tradition absorbed and changed the
meaning of both “the Torah” and “the Gospels” in the
seventh and eighth centuries, when it argued that
Islam includes and corrects these earlier revelations
in the perfect and final revelation that is the Quran.
Muslims were now God’s true elect. Same move.
Different religion.

Christian Theology

With respect to the formation of the Christian canon
and its particular comparative approaches to other
religions and peoples, things developed slowly.
Christian comparative practices were pioneered by a
group of Greek and Latin intellectuals who came to
be called “the Church Fathers” These were highly
educated church leaders, monks, scholars, and
bishops writing from the second to the fifth century
who developed the diverse stories and teachings of
the New Testament into a coherent system or the-
ology. A theology is a rational explanation (logos) of
God (theos). The term is generally used to describe
the attempt of human reason to explain and systema-
tize divine revelation for a particular faith community.

Today theology is wusually associated with
Christianity, but its terminology is actually pre-
Christian. Theologia (“discourse on the divine”) and
cognates had been already familiar since Plato; for
Aristotle it was crucial—he identified it either with
metaphysics or with its highest and “divine” part, first
philosophy (see Book 5 of his Metaphysics). A very
influential Church Father, Augustine of Hippo (354-
430 cE), would cite an earlier Roman pagan author,
Varro, on the three different types of theology or
“talking about the gods”: that pertaining to the nature
of reality (which was the concern of philosophers);
that pertaining to political or civil matters (which
was the concern of priests); and that concerning
myths or tales of the fabulous (which was the concern

of poets).”” In short, talking about the gods in
philosophical, political, and poetic terms was another
comparative practice that appears to have been first
invented by the ancient Greeks and Romans.

Some type of theology was, of course, always prac-
ticed implicitly in the mythologies, ritual hymns,
processions, and prayers of different cultures, all of
which implied or assumed particular understandings
of the deities that they worshiped. But it was probably
not until (roughly) the time of the Greeks, Romans,
and Christians that systematic theology proper devel-
oped. We might, then, distinguish, with Assmann,
between implicit theology, which every religious
system has practiced, and explicit theology, which
only some have. We might also distinguish, for our
own purposes, between implicit and explicit compar-
ative practices, which inevitably flow from these
same implicit and explicit theologies.

In any case, it was through the extensive writings
of the Church Fathers that Christianity came to adopt
a whole set of new doctrines or “teachings,” such as
the trinity (the doctrine that God is three persons in
one substance or nature), the incarnation (the doc-
trine that God took flesh and became human in Jesus
of Nazareth), original sin (the doctrine that all human
beings are born with an ancestral moral fault inher-
ited from humanity’s first parents, Adam and Eve),
and theosis, “divinization” (the doctrine, much more
developed in the eastern Greek and Russian Orthodox
traditions, that God became man so that man might
become God). None of these terms appears anywhere
in the biblical texts. Many of them were finally crys-
tallized in the famous Nicene Creed, which was not
composed and finalized until 325 ck at the Council
of Nicaea, almost three hundred years after the life
and teachings of Jesus of Nazareth.

The Gods and Early Christian Intolerance

With respect to other religions, early Christianity did
something that early Judaism never could: it carried
out the intolerant aspects of biblical monotheism
and enshrined them in institutional structures and
political practices. It could do this because, in the



first decades of the fourth century, the Christian
communities aligned themselves with the incredible
power and reach of the Roman Empire (or, perhaps
more accurately, the Roman Empire aligned itself
with the expanding reach and organizational power
of the Christian churches). In the centuries that fol-
lowed, the Christian church would align itself with
the developing European monarchies, and eventually
with nation-states as well. Due to this political-reli-
gious fusion with major political powers and to its
own effective administrative structure, the Christian
church could now carry out the kinds of religious
intolerance and political persecution that the Israelite
legal writers and prophets had envisioned and writ-
ten about but could seldom, if ever, carry through.
Islam, as we shall see, followed the example of
Christianity here, not that of Judaism.

Assmann has put it this way: whereas the mono-
theistic distinction of Judaism was directed “inwards”
and resulted in a separation from the Other (as in
other cultures and nations), the monotheistic dis-
tinction of Christianity and that of Islam were
directed “outwards” and resulted in religious,
political, and military projects aiming to convert or
vanquish the Other.”® Judaism separated itself from
other cultures and religions: its method was segrega-
tion. Christianity and Islam attempted to change
other cultures and religions into images of them-
selves: their methods were conversion and conquest.

The latter strategies can be seen in the various com-
parative practices of the early Christian communities,
including those enshrined in language through the
use of notions such as pagans, demons, and heretics.

The Pagans One of the most general and long-last-
ing comparative practices that the early Christians
developed involved the use of a single, potent word:
pagan. To simplify a rather difficult matter, the word
originally referred to inhabitants of the countryside
(or people who lived in villages or small county dis-
tricts, pagoi). Since Christianity was largely an urban
phenomenon—that is, since it had the most success in
cities, where it took deep root through administrative
structures modeled after those of the Roman Empire
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(hence Roman Catholicism)—it was in the country-
side that its reach was weakest; it was there that the
traditional polytheistic practices of Roman religion
survived longest. For the Church Fathers, then, the
“pagans” were quite literally the “country folk,” the
uneducated and uncivilized: in contemporary polem-
ical terms, the “hicks” who had not yet embraced the
true religion and divine light of Christianity.

The same category was later expanded to refer to
any non-Christian religion. “Pagan” thus came to
function in ways not dissimilar to the Jewish “gen-
tile” If gentile meant “anyone who is not Jewish,”
pagan came to mean “anyone who is not Christian.”
There were multiple comparative nuances here, how-
ever. Ancient Christian writers, for example, would
not describe Jewish people as pagans, since they were
perfectly aware that the Christian revelation emerged
from the Jewish revelation. Ancient Jewish writers,
however, would and did refer to Christians as gen-
tiles, since the revelation of the Torah was in no way
indebted to the Christian “New Testament,” which
they did not recognize as a revelation at all.

The Church Fathers also wrote and
spoke of the gods of other people’s religions in rather
negative terms. Under their pen foreign gods, and
especially the Roman gods and goddesses, were more
or less equated (and more rather than less) with
foreign daimones—that is, simply put, with un-Chris-
tian spirits or “demons” These were to be battled

The Demons

against and exorcised by the faithful as if they were
diseases or mental illnesses—which, in turn, were also
understood to be symptoms of demonic possession.

The Heretics Perhaps the most dangerous of all,
though, were those religious Others “inside the
family;” that is, the countless Christians whose faith
and practice did not meet the standards of those in
power and authority. These erring members of the
Christian community or “family” were the heretics:
individuals who, instead of submitting to the authority
of the bishops, willingly chose to believe something
else. The term heresy comes from the Greek hairesis,
which means “choice;” “opinion,” and also “sect” or
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“school of thought”; we could say—quite anachronis-
tically but not at all inaccurately—that hairesis is,
more or less, what we mean today by “religious free-
dom?” We might, then, also say that heresy was origi-
nally understood as freely chosen beliefs, as opposed
to authoritative ones to which one submits.

Like demon talk, heresy talk was suffused with what
we might call today “immunological” associations. If,
after all, the “disease” or “poison” of a particular heresy
was allowed to spread, it would eventually “infect” the
entire “body” of the church. It had to be stopped. It had
to be stamped out. Augustine was especially influential
here. He would develop a justification for the use of
state violence against heretical Christians as just such
an “immunological” response.

Arguments of this kind would turn out to be
immensely influential in later Christian history.
Thousands of individuals would be burned at the
stake, imprisoned, or otherwise harassed and tor-
tured in the later history of Christianity for their
freely chosen beliefs or “heresies” And this is before
we even get to something like the crusades—those
politically organized campaigns and pitched battles,
usually around Jerusalem, in the tenth through the
twelfth centuries, during which thousands of
Christians and Muslims lost their lives, partly for
being “heretics” and “infidels,” that is, for having
the wrong set of beliefs. Things other than right belief
were at stake too, of course—like wealth, treasure,
power, and land; but it was belief and religious
identity that marked the battle lines and the bodies
that fell.

Christians in the Eyes of Others

Roman intellectuals, of course, had their own com-
parative take on early Christians. Not that they
understood them. They were particularly baftled by
the Christians’ refusal to give proper reverence and
worship to the gods, which, in their mind, was an
important part of being a good and decent Roman
citizen. It appeared to them that the Christians were
in fact “atheists” They were atheists because they
denied the existence of the gods and refused to par-
ticipate in the state religion of Rome, which involved

worshipping the emperor. It was this last element that
resulted in the persecution of Christians by some of
the Roman emperors.

Qualifications

As with ancient Israelite religion and early Judaism, we
must be careful here about overly simplifying ancient
Christianity. We might briefly mention five points.

1 Inclusive New Testament Passages As with the
universal God of Isaiah, the New Testament is stud-
ded with passages expressing a certain conditional,
implicit, or limited universalism. Probably the most
famous passage appears in Pauls letter to the
Galatians: “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is
no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and
female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus”
(Galatians 3.28). It is also worth pointing out here
that at least one Church Father, a most remarkable
scholar named Origen (185-254 cE), probably
preached a form of universal salvation, that is, the
doctrine that eventually all men and women would
be saved. This teaching was later declared heretical—
too much sameness.

2 The Mystical Element of the New Testament It
is also worth pointing out that various strands of
Jewish mysticism played a major role in the early
development and definition of Christianity, and in
fact they are very much part of the New Testament.
Paul’s description of being taken up “to the third
heaven” (2 Cor 12.2), for example, is almost cer-
tainly an expression of this Jewish mystical element,
as was his famous blinding conversion on the road
to Damascus via a conscious lightform that he expe-
rienced as the resurrected Messiah of his own Jewish
faith (Acts 9.3-19; 22.6-21; 26.12-18). These mys-
tical elements of the New Testament were long ago
pointed out by the African missionary and pioneer-
ing biblical critic Albert Schweitzer in his classic
The Mysticism of Paul the Apostle (1931). They have
since been renewed and expanded by contemporary
scholars like Marcus Borg, April DeConick, Elaine
Pagels, and Alan Segal.



3 Ancient Diversity Along similar lines, it must
also be remembered that both early Judaism and
Christianity were mind-bogglingly diverse. Historically
speaking, there simply is no such thing as the first, or the
original, Judaism or Christianity. There were only
Judaisms and Christianities. And many of them were
open to all sorts of currents of religious thought and
practice, from Greek, Roman, and Egyptian astrology
and magical practice to the nuanced teachings and
ritual practices of various “pagan” philosophies.

The influence of those intellectuals who, one way or
another, considered themselves Plato’s followers during
these first few centuries of the Common Era (they are
often called Middle Platonists and Neoplatonists) was
immense and long lasting. Indeed many have argued
that it is Neoplatonism that provided the philosophical
base for much of the later histories of Jewish, Christian,
and Islamic mysticism. This same influence became
coded in an anxious question, originally asked by the
Church Father Tertullian: “What does Athens have to
do with Jerusalem?” That is, what can the religion of the
one God learn from the pagan philosophers?

A great deal, as it turned out.

4 Divine Seeds of the Logos Take, for example, the
early Christian concept of “seeds of the Word” (logoi
spermatikoi, literally “spermatic words” or “words
endowed with the power of seeds”)—that is, seeds of the
Logos. This the early Christian intellectuals borrowed
directly from Greek philosophical thought. Logos is an
especially rich Greek term; it had been used, among
others, by a group of ancient Greek philosophers called
“Stoics” (that is, the philosophers of the Porch, Stoa, in
Athens), who employed it to speak and write of a kind of
cosmic Mind, intelligent energy, or “fire” behind or
within the universe. Some early Christians, no doubt
aware of these earlier Stoic meanings, applied the same
term to Christ in the beginning of the Gospel of John:
“In the beginning was the Word ...” “Seeds of the Word,”
then, meant “seeds of Christ” These Christ seeds, some
Church Fathers suggested, were scattered among the
world’s peoples before the actual birth of Christ, partic-
ularly among the Greeks and Jews. Such peoples could
thus be considered proto-Christians, even if they them-
selves were not aware of this.
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This agricultural metaphor of seeds of Christ scat-
tered throughout the pre-Christian world allowed the
Church Fathers to accomplish three things: (1) it
allowed them to answer the common accusation that,
because Christianity was new, it could not possibly be
true (it was commonly assumed that, for something to
be true, it must be ancient); (2) it allowed them to
explain the obvious similarities between Christianity
and the earlier non-Christian religions (for example,
the shared themes of the dying and rising god, of
the gods becoming humans, of divine-human births,
of the importance of sacrifice, and so on); and (3) it
allowed them to assert the superiority of Christianity
over the earlier pagan religions and philosophies,
however similar they looked. The image of the seed,
after all, implies both hiddenness (so Christ could be
detected in traditions where he was not at all obvious,
where he was still “underground,” so to speak) and a
developmental understanding, as the seed eventually
grows up into a mature plant. Just as (to use Aristotelian
language) the “purpose” of the seed is the mature
plant, which looks very different from the seed, so
the purpose of the pagan religions was the coming of
Christ and Christianity, which looks very different from
the earlier pagan religions. Sameness and difference,
connection and break, precedent and development
were thus all acknowledged and negotiated by and
through the symbolism of the seed.

5 “Knowing” Comparisons Then there were the
gnostics—the “knowers” These were Christian
communities whose emphasis on personal mystical
knowing (gnosis) did not sit well with the bishops’
views. As one would expect, these gnostic Christians
(and they were Christians), with their strong
emphasis on the mystical element of religion, often
practiced particularly radical and dramatic forms of
comparison. One of the most striking examples is the
caustic phrase “not as Moses said”: it occurs in the
second-century scriptural text The Secret Book of
John, where it is used as an angry critique of ancient
biblical literalism and its divinization, according to
the gnostics, of the violent and cruel creator-god who
repeatedly appears in the Hebrew scriptures. In short,
for the gnostic Christians, the God featured in the
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Figure 1.3  Adoration of the Magi (1423), by Gentile da Vabriano. Galleria dei Uffizi, Florence, Italy. © Corbis.

Hebrew Bible was not the real God but a fake or lower
God. The true God, they concluded, could not pos-
sibly behave so badly. It simply cannot be “as Moses
said”

One of the most remarkable examples of such
gnostic comparisons is The Revelation of the Magi, an
early Christian text about a traveling orb of light that
is said to have appeared to the magoi—magicians or
astrologers—in the Gospel of Matthew (these astrol-
oger-magicians are often safely described in English

translations as “wise men”). In this text at least, the
astrologers are in fact members of an ancient reli-
gious order in a far eastern land called “Shir” (prob-
ably China), where the luminous entity appears to
them in a cave, concentrates its form into a “small
and humble” humanoid, and leads them to travel to
Bethlehem, where in another cave the lightform is
“born” as Mary and Joseph’s son, now as an infant but
still glowing radiantly. Note, again, the theme of
wisdom coming from the East.



New Testament scholar Brent Landau concludes
his study of this text with what he considers the most
remarkable aspect of the revelation, namely that,
“instead of seeing non-Christian religions as prod-
ucts of human vanity or demonic inspiration, as most
ancient Christians did, the Revelation of the Magi sees
potentially all revelation as coming from Christ him-
self” Indeed the star-child never actually identifies
himself as Christ to the traveling magicians and
makes startling statements like this one: “I am every-
where, because I am a ray of light whose light has

shone ... in the entire world and in every land by

unspeakable mysteries”

We should not, of course, make too much of this
single text, but it does show quite dramatically that
liberal acts of comparison, and even a certain univer-
salism, were not only possible but practiced within

some forms of early Christianity.

The Comparative Practices of Monotheism:
Early Islam

Islam, a religion that emerged in the seventh century, is
the only “world religion” to have named itself. All others
were named by outsiders. In the case of Buddhism,
Christianity, Daoism, Hinduism, and Judaism, for
example, the original adjectival appellations (Buddhist,
Christian, and so on) and eventually the abstract names
ending in -ism (in modern languages like English) were
given by outsiders. One might expect, then, that the
Islamic traditions would have a particularly keen and
particularly ancient practice of thinking abstractly and
comparatively about “religion”

And one would be correct.

The Arabic Comparative Category of din
or “Religion”

Much of this ancient comparative practice revolves
around the central Arabic term din. The term din was
in use well before the rise of Islam. It was evident, for
example, both in the Persian and Semitic cultures of
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the Mesopotamian world and beyond. In its middle
Persian form den, it was used extensively in a variety
of ways, including one that can well be translated as
“religion.” For example, we find the phrases weh-den,
“the good religion,” and mazdesn den, “the religion
of Mazda worship,” in Zoroastrian texts. For
Manicheans, too, den denoted true or right “religion,”
that is, the Manichaean community.?

Zoroastrianism and Manichaeism A bit of back-
ground is in order here. Zoroastrianism and
Manichaeism are among the most ancient “world
religions” that flourished throughout the ancient
world. Both are commonly understood to be Iranian
religions, meaning that both developed in conversation
with or in the context of ancient Persian civilization.
The most central tenant of both religions was a
worldview in which the moral forces of good and
evil, of truth and falsehood were seen to be both real
and locked in an eternal struggle. We call this an
“ethical dualism” Sometimes the force of evil was
understood to be a function of human choices or
inspirations. At other times, it appears to have been
understood as having an independent existence, or
existences, of its own. These were not quite tradi-
tional monotheisms, then, since they sometimes
recognized the independent existence of a separate
and quite real counterforce in the world.

Having said that, it must also be observed that the
traditional monotheisms (Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam) have never quite been traditional monotheisms
either, as they too have recognized such forces and have
never been able really to explain the presence of evil. If
there is only one all-powerful God, what is that “other
God,” traditionally called Satan or the Devil, doing
there? If God is good and so powerful, why is there evil
in the world? Zoroastrianism and Manichaeism had a
clear answer: because there is evil in the world.

Traditionally, the figure of Zoroaster is credited
with the founding of Zoroastrianism, which focuses
on the worship of the good God of all light and truth,
Ahura Mazda, the “Wise Lord” who created the uni-
verse. The founder’s name is based on an ancient
Greek version of it: Zoroastres. He has also been

27



28

Comparative Practices in Global History

called “Zarathustra,” mostly in European contexts,
and “Zarathushtra” Hence many believers today call
“Zarathushtis,” that is,
Zarathushtra, or, alternatively, they describe them-
selves as “Mazdaean” or “Mazdayasni,” the latter
ancient expression meaning “Mazda-worshipping.”*!

themselves followers of

Scholars have not been able to pin down even an
approximately reliable date for Zoroaster. Arguments
have been advanced that place him anywhere from the
thirteenth to the sixth century BCE, the majority of
scholars favoring dates around 1000 BCE.*? We know
virtually nothing about him or what he preached outside
of what we have in a body of sacred literature written by
Zoroastrian priests a full two thousand years later, that
is, around 1000 ck. This was after the fall of the Sassanian
Empire (third to seventh century cE) to the Arab
invaders who introduced Islam to the same region.

Unlike Zoroastrianism, which rose to political
prominence as the national religion of Persia during
the Sassanian Empire, Manichaeism became a perse-
cuted minority religion early in its history. Its founding
figure, a prophet named Mani, lived in the third
century ct and hailed from Persia. His religion shared
some fundamental elements with Zoroastrianism,
including its dualism, which he took further still.
Although Manichaeism was suppressed in the central
lands of ancient Iran under Zoroastrianism, it flour-
ished in Central Asia, Africa, and Europe before
finally going extinct.

The important point for us is not the origins or
content of these two ancient religions, but the fact
that, in both Zoroastrian and Manichaean use, the
term den referred to a privileged and unique set of
beliefs and practices, which were held to constitute
the true religion. What we have here, in short, is
another version of Assman’s “monotheistic distinc-
tion” Hence no plural form of the noun den is used.
In the same uncompromising spirit, Kartir, the offi-
cial Zoroastrian high priest of the Persian emperor in
the third century cg, proudly boasts of his accom-
plishments in this royal inscription:*

And in kingdom after kingdom and place after place ...
great dignity came to the religion of Mazda worship ...

and Yahudis (Jews), Sramans (Buddhists), Brahmins
(Hindus), Christians ... and Zandiks (Manichaeans) in
the empire were smitten. Idols were destroyed and the
dens of the demons were obliterated and turned into
thrones and seats for the gods.

If you thought our earlier discussion of God/gods
was complex, consider this: the Latin word for “god”
(deus), the Zoroastrian word for “demon” (dev) here,
and the Indian Sanskrit word for “god” (deva) are all
derived from the same root of a verb “to shine” As
the Zoroastrian and Sanskrit uses make very clear,
one culture’s gods are often another’s demons. That,
too, reflects a comparative practice—from our
modern academic perspective, a bad one.

“Religion” in the Quran Four centuries later, the
Quran (the sacred scripture of Islam) will adopt the
same language, using din as a term more or less inter-
changeable with Islam: “The din before God is Islam”
(3: 19). Once again, no plural forms are used.

To complicate the picture somewhat, the Quran
also makes a gesture toward universalism by depict-
ing the multiplicity of beliefs evident in the world as
part of the divine plan. Even here, though, there
appears to be a real limit to just how “other” or “dif-
ferent” the religious Other can be:

Indeed, the faithful [Muslims] and those who are Jews
or Christians or Sabaeans—those [among them] who
believed in God and the Last Day and performed righ-
teous deeds—will have their reward with their Lord,
and no fear will there be concerning them, nor will they
grieve. (Quran 2: 62)

This relative religious tolerance, paired with the rapid
rise of Islam into a regional and then a global colonial
power, made it easier for Muslims to move toward a
more inclusive understanding of din. Although Islam
retained its position as “the most complete” religion,
many other systems of belief were now understood
and categorized as genuine religions. Such a situation,
we might note, stands in contrast to the medieval
Christian usage of the term religio, which was not



treated as a generic category for different systems of
belief and practice until the early sixteenth century,
when the era of exploration was taking off, literally
and metaphorically, and European colonialism was
just around the corner.*

People of Religion and People of Opinion Muslim
comparative practices were shaped by the Quran,
which was itself partly a product of the cultural
dynamics of the same Near Eastern world that gave
birth to Judaism and Christianity. One could well
argue that the same region also gave birth to the very
idea of the “holy book” as a central and indispensible
element of an authentic religion. Such a trend culmi-
nates in the Quran, a text which, for the first time in
the general history of religions, self-consciously
refers to itself as “the Book” (al-kitab) and introduces
the comparative category of the “people of the Book”
(ahl al-kitab) to refer to the Abrahamic lineage of
religions, that is, to Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam—a bold move of classification and comparison,
to be sure.

Hence, in matters of belief, the Muslim scholar of
religion Abu al-Fath Muhammad al-Shahrastani
(1086-1153) divides people into two groups: (1) those
who rely upon revelation rather than opinion and
possess a revealed book; he calls them “people of reli-
gion,” a category that includes Muslims, Christians,
and Jews, as well as Zoroastrians and Manicheans;
and (2) followers of Indian thought and of the Greek
philosophies, Sabaeans, pagans, and others, who
depend on their own opinions and reason rather than
on revelation or a sacred book; he calls these “people
of opinion”

It is easy to recognize the limitations of such divi-
sion when it comes to a fair comparative practice in
the modern world. We might just as well translate
“people of religion” and “people of opinion” as “people
like us” and “people not like us” But the important
fact remains that Muslim scholars were indeed classi-
fying and “comparing religions” in the medieval
period. Such practices, moreover, were not merely
abstract scholarly entertainments. Rather some
Muslim authorities treated (and in some ways still
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treat) their subjects on the basis of opinions generated
by these practices and passed into Islamic law. For
example, people of religion enjoy certain rights
because they fall into the legal and Quranic category
of “people of the Book” (ahl al-kitab), whereas the sec-
ond group, “people of opinion,” otherwise categorized
as “idolators” or “infidels” (kuffar), face (at least in
theory) the stark choice of either converting to Islam
or being persecuted under Muslim rule. Note again
how “opinion” is framed negatively in the ancient
monotheistic imagination, be it Christian or Muslim.

The Gods and Early Islamic Intolerance

It must be admitted that early Islam, like early
Judaism and Christianity, was not generally tolerant
of other religions.

Jihad One obvious example of such intolerance is
the Quranic concept of jihad, that is, the “struggle”
to be waged against the infidel or non-believer,
which, of course, only makes sense if the basic
binary believer/unbeliever is in place. The injunc-
tion for “struggle” was later spiritualized, and jihad
was often understood as an interior battle—a battle
that one waged within one’s own soul against temp-
tation and non-belief—but the historical fact
remains: jihad was originally a military and physi-
cally violent practice.

It should not surprise us, then, that the Quran is
peppered with passages very similar to those of the
Jewish Torah on not tolerating the unbelievers or
pagans, indeed on killing them:

But when the forbidden months are past, then fight and
slay the Pagans wherever ye find them, and seize them,
beleaguer them, and lie in wait for them in every strat-
agem (of war); but if they repent, and establish regular
prayers and practice regular charity, then open the way
for them: for Allah is Oft-forgiving, Most Merciful.
(Quran 7.5)

O ye who believe! fight the unbelievers who gird you
about, and let them find firmness in you: and know that
Allah is with those who fear Him. (Quran 7.123)
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Figure 1.4 The Masjid al-Haram or “Sacred Mosque” surrounding the Kaba in Mecca, Saudi Arabia. © Nabeel Turner/
Getty Images.

The Destruction of the Idols ~ Similar forms of intol-
erance of other gods were expressed in the attitude
of the Prophet Muhammad and the Quran toward
the indigenous polytheistic religions of Arabia. The
pre-Islamic sacred cubical of the Kaba in Mecca, for
example, was the most important religious site and
a major pilgrimage destination before the dawn of
Islam. It hosted hundreds of sacred images of various
local tribal deities. One of Muhammad’s most iconic
acts in his triumphant return to Mecca after twenty
years of exile was his destruction of these “idols,” held
inside and around the Kaba.

We are reminded here of the same monotheistic
impulse in ancient Israelite religion, with its texts on
God’s commandment to destroy physically Canaanite
images and shrines. Later, in the course of the early
rapid expansion of Islam, pagan tribes all over the
Arabian Peninsula were given the choice of either
converting to the new religion or having their property
confiscated, their wives and children enslaved, and
their men killed.

The Poll Tax Also important here is the common
Islamic practice of demanding a special “poll tax” from



adherents of recognized religions, that is, Christianity,
Judaism, and Zoroastrianism (the “people of the Book”
again), in return for peace and protection:

Fight those who believe not in Allah nor the Last Day,
nor hold that forbidden which hath been forbidden by
Allah and His Messenger, nor acknowledge the religion
of Truth, among the People of the Book, until they pay
the Jizya (poll tax) with willing submission, and feel
themselves subdued. (Quran 7.29)

Qualifications

As with the ancient Torah texts and the early
Christian forms of intolerance, we need to exercise
real caution here. Again, in a spirit of fairness and
balance, let us mention four points to qualify our
observations immediately above.

1 Inclusive Quranic Passages and Contextual Inter-
pretive Principles
Muslim scholars have often insisted on broad limita-
tions to Quranic interpretation, particularly when it
comes to the application of the more extreme injunc-
tions. They have had to reconcile the militant tone of the
verses expressing intolerance with that of many other
verses in which toleration, compromise, and peace are

First, it is important to note that

the message. Consider this verse, which immediately
follows the first jihad passage quoted above:

And if any one of the pagans seeks your protection, then
grant him protection so that he may hear the words of
God. Then deliver him to his place of safety. That is
because they are a people who do not know. (9.6)

Moreover, very much like modern biblical scholars,
who consistently demonstrate how biblical passages
must be read in their original historical contexts
before they can be properly applied to any contempo-
rary situation, early Muslim scholars argued that
each Quranic verse needs to be understood and
interpreted in association with the specific historical
circumstance in response to which it was originally
revealed to the Prophet. Such circumstantial contexts
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were gathered by Muslim scholars in separate books
that eventually came to be known as a genre, under
the description of Asbab al-Nuzul (“Occasions of
Revelation”).

2 Empire and Diversity Another major force that
worked to qualify Islamic intolerance toward other
religions was the Islamic Empire. Islamic colonialism
would push Muslim intellectuals into new territory,
both intellectual and literal. As Muslim elites encoun-
tered the unbelievable religious diversity of the
Muslim-ruled lands, from Spain and West Africa to
Central China and Malaysia, they often found it dif-
ficult, if not actually impossible, to adhere to this
simple polemical or legal distinction between the
people of the Book and the people of opinion.

Consider, for example, what happened to Islam
after Muslims conquered much of north India and
ruled it for half a millennium as a colonial power.
The polytheistic outlook of much Hindu religiosity is
anathema to Muslim belief. Moreover, the Hindu
beliefs in multiple deities and in re-incarnation fly in
the face of the two basic principles of Muslim faith:
monotheism (signaled by the first Muslim “pillar of
faith,” namely the declaration that “there is no God
but God, and Muhammad is His messenger”); and
the belief in the last judgment and in a single afterlife.
There was, it seems, no way to categorize Hindus as
people of the Book. Hindus and Muslims clearly
believed incompatible things.

And yet practical concerns regarding the situation
on the ground often prevailed over these religious
concerns. Hence there is evidence that, shortly after
the conquest of India, some Muslim authorities came
to recognize Hindus as a “people of the Book” and so
subject to both Muslim protection and to the attached
poll tax.”® Hindus, after all, have their own sacred
Book: the Veda.

3 The Sabaean Umbrella Another comparative
strategy that protected minorities from open persecu-
tion was recourse to “Sabaeanism,” a category that, as
we noted above, was introduced by the Quran itself.
The ambiguity of this category, perhaps consciously
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left so by the Prophet, made it the perfect shelter for
several non-monotheistic minority groups. Examples
include the Mandaeans (the only surviving group of
gnostics currently living in southeast Iraq and in
southwest Iran) and various star-worshipping reli-
gions in the ancient town of Harran. In the light of the
positive context in which Quran speaks about the
Sabaeans, it was not difficult for Muslim rulers and
their jurists to grant these communities protection as
a people of the Book.

Edward Browne’s entertaining, yet generally accu-
rate, re-creation of how this actually happened to
the pagans of Harran deserves to be quoted at
length here:

When the Caliph al-Mamun passed through the dis-
trict of Harran on his last campaign against the
Byzantines, he remarked amongst the people who came
out to meet him and wish him God-speed certain per-
sons of strange and unfamiliar appearance, wearing
their hair extremely long, and clad in tightly-fitting
coats (qaba). Al-Mamun, astonished at their appear-
ance, inquired who and what they were, to which they
replied, “Harranians” Being further questioned, they
said that they were neither Christians, Jews, nor
Magians; while to the Caliphs inquiry “whether they
had a Holy Book or a Prophet,” they returned “a con-
fused reply” Convinced at last that they were heathens
(“Zindiqs and worshippers of idols”), the Caliph
ordered them, under pain of death, either to embrace
Islam, or to adopt “one of the religions which God
Almighty has mentioned in His Book,” giving them
respite for their decision till his return from the war.
Terrified by these threats, the Harranians cut their long
hair and discarded their peculiar garments, while many
became Christians or Muhammadans; but a small rem-
nant would not forsake their own religion, and were
greatly perplexed and troubled until a Muhammadan
jurist offered, for a consideration, to show them a way
out of their difficulty. So they brought him much fine
gold from their treasuries, and he counseled them to
call themselves Sabaeans when al-Mamun returned to
question them, since the Sabaeans were mentioned in
the Quran, yet, since little was known of them, the
change of name would involve no change of beliefs or
customs.”

4 The Mystical Element in Islam But perhaps the
inclusive and tolerant spirit of Islam is nowhere more
evident than in Sufism. A Sufi is a Muslim mystic,
that is, a religious aspirant or saint who witnesses
some profound union with God or the unity of God
through such acts as meditation, retreats, and the
ritual chanting of the names of God sometimes
accompanied by music, poetry, and dance. Not all
Sufis have been tolerant of non-Muslim religions, but
many have been (this is one of the reasons modern-
day Muslim fundamentalists generally despise Sufi
communities and shrines). Sufis have often func-
tioned as Islam’s premier “border creatives,” that is, as
effective translators and synthesizers of Islamic and
non-Islamic religious forms.

The great Persian poet Shams-al-din Muhammad
Hafez (1320-1398) was such a Muslim mystic. His
divan, a collection of lyric poems, sits beside the Quran
in many Muslim homes. It contains lines like these ones:

Love is a church where all religions meet;
Islam, or Christ, or Tavern, it is one;

Thy face of every system is the sun—

O Sun that shines in the Beloved’s street.
Where Love is there’s no need of convent bell,
And holy living needs no holy frocks;

Time ticks not to your monastery clocks;
Where goodness is there God must be as well.”

Once again, it is the mystics of a religion who are
often the most radical comparative thinkers.

“World Religions” Textbooks of the Islamic World

It is also well worth mentioning that, during the
classical period of Islamic civilization (roughly, from
the late ninth century to the fifteenth century), a
number of Muslim scholars succeeded in introducing
what are probably the earliest texts on “world reli-
gions” known in the West.

The eleventh-century theologian Abu al-Maali, for
example, wrote the first Persian text that we would
today recognize as just such a study. He decided that
the term din was not a proper category when it came



to discussing different systems of belief and practice.
He chose instead to use the more neutral word madh-
hab, that is, “way” or “path.” This might seem a minor
lexical change, but it was in fact a significant
departure from the earlier comparative practice,
which slotted communities into one of just two cate-
gories: people of the Book and people of opinion.
There could now be, after all, many ways or paths—
not just two types of religion, true and false.

Similarly, Shahrastani published his masterpiece
Religions and Sects at roughly the same time. This
work not only provided its readers with a balanced
view of different sects within Islam, but addressed
Buddhist, Hindu, Zoroastrian, Manichaean, Christian,
and Jewish beliefs and practices in a remarkably open
spirit. Even more importantly, this text was widely
read. Indeed the work became so popular among
Muslims that Persian and Turkish translations were
commissioned in the medieval period. These were
subsequently used throughout the Islamic world, from
India to Asia Minor.

The Comparative Practices of Asia:
Hinduism

The “world religions” are traditionally divided into
those of “the West” (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam)
and those of “the East” (Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism,
Sikhism, Daoism, Confucianism, and Shintoism).
However reasonable and helpful such a classification
may be, there are multiple problems with it, including
the simple fact that “western” religions like Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam are found throughout Asian
cultures, and that “eastern” religions like Sikhism are
clearly indebted to “western” religions like Islam and
are also now found throughout western cultures. With
centuries, really millennia, of immigration, trade, and
now instant global communication, expressions like
“the West” and “the East” are understood to be increas-
ingly dubious, if not actually misleading.

Still, there is some truth to the traditional observa-
tion that the Asian religions generally work through
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worldviews, beliefs, and philosophies that are funda-
mentally different from those found in western
monotheisms. Not surprisingly, their comparative
practices have differed in fundamental ways as well.
The Asian attitudes toward other religions have gen-
erally been seen as more tolerant. Such a view has
good reasons too, even if it is no longer entirely
convincing.

The cultures and religions of India, for example,
where diversity of every sort has long been the norm,
have an especially rich history of comparative prac-
tices. Not surprisingly, the same subcontinent has
also produced a number of major world religions,
including Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, Sikhism,
and numerous Indian forms of Islam and Christianity.
For the sake of space, we will have to be much more
brief and selective here.

Cosmotheism in the Vedas and Upanishads

With respect to ancient Hinduism, explicitly com-
parative insights already appear in the ancient
Sanskrit texts of India’s earliest scriptures, tradition-
ally known as the Vedas. “The Lord is one, though his
names are many, sings the Rig Veda (c. 1500-1000
BCE). Already we can see a clear and classic balancing
of sameness (“The Lord is one”) and difference
(“though his names are many”). We can also see an
ancient polytheism evolving, as Assmann would say,
into a robust cosmotheism, with its usually attending
comparative practices and eventual conclusion that
the gods are all One.

Similar cosmic convictions and implicit compara-
tive practices can be found throughout the rich his-
tories of Hinduism, but perhaps they are nowhere
more clear than in the teachings of the Hindu saint
Ramakrishna (1836-1886). In Ramakrishna we find
explicit and multiple declarations such as “She herself
has become everything,” or “He himself has become
everything”—that is, God/dess is the physical uni-
verse, and more.”® And he was not being metaphor-
ical here. In one of his visions, the saint saw that the
Goddess Kali was the walls and floor of the sacred
temple, even the cat that wandered through the
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temple grounds: everything was vibrating with and as
her “energy” or “power” (shakti). At other times, the
saint shifted his religious register and likened all
deities, persons, and things to freezing and melting
icebergs or temporary waves on the surface of a single
Ocean of Conscious Light. This was the famous brah-
man of the Advaita (“nondual”) Vedanta tradition.
Ramakrishna also taught that all religions lead to the
same goal. Indeed, he even turned this teaching into
a practiced “comparative mysticism” by serially
adopting the rituals and teachings of different reli-
gious “paths,” which he experienced as all leading to
the same blissful brahman. Note the liberal language
of “paths” or “ways” again.

Ramakrishna’s cosmotheism and comparative prac-
tices were advanced in a British colonial context in
which they worked as a powerful response to Christian
missionary claims that Hinduism was simple poly-
theism or, worse yet, “idolatry.” In short, Ramakrishna’s
inclusive comparativism was a critical response to
colonial comparative practices and worked to under-
mine the latter’s exclusive religious logic.

Such Hindu comparative practices can hardly be
explained by British colonialism, though. Such teach-
ings are in fact ancient in India and can be traced
at least as far back as the Upanishads (“Secret
Teachings”), which were developed around the mid-
dle of the first millennium BCE, right in the middle of
Jaspers’s Axial Age. Also part of the Vedic tradition,
these writings are often considered the “end” or “cul-
mination” (-anta) of the Vedic revelation (Veda)—
hence the aforementioned expression, “Vedanta.”

These foundational texts have been variously
interpreted in Indian history, and so it would be a
serious mistake to identify any one of these interpre-
tations as the correct one; but one constant theme has
been the distinction between the surface ego or social
self (ahamkara, literally the “I-maker”) and the
deeper human spirit or cosmic Self (atman). This dis-
tinction is an important one, as it became the basis of
a Hindu comparative practice of great power and
persuasion. In this model, religious difference and
multiplicity are explained as a function of the social
self, which, of course, is socialized in radically different

ways, whereas the deeper dynamics of religious
sameness are explained as a function of the shared
and universal cosmic Self, which is generally under-
stood to be immortal and unchanging, or at least
quite other than the temporary social self. Hence
Ramakrishna’s teachings about the surface waves of
selves on the deeper Ocean of Light; or ancient secret
teachings like this one: “May the gods abandon him
who thinks the gods dwell anywhere other than in
the Self”* The gods are real, but they are not as real
as the Self, of which they are temporary projections
or local manifestations.

Comparisons in Stone

Such comparative practices, of course, were not just
functions of secret texts. Nor were they the sole prod-
uct of elite intellectuals or recognized saints. They
were also commonly and publicly exercised, in ritual
and in stone. Many of the Hindu temples, for example,
display in striking form a most remarkable compara-
tive practice: numerous gods and goddesses share the
same sacred space, as each is understood to be a part
of a larger cosmic vision or sacred whole. A compar-
ative practice like this, of course, is an implicit one,
that is, the sculptors and temple builders were not
setting out consciously to “compare religions” They
nevertheless did.

The Caste System and Early Hindu Intolerance

As with the three monotheistic religions, such liberal
and inclusive practices have by no means been the
whole story of Hinduism. There also have been some
fundamental Indian social structures that emphasize
difference, social hierarchy, discrimination, and
what we would today recognize as religiously based
intolerance.

The Foreigner Consider the traditional abhor-
rence of the mleccha (the barbaric “foreigner”), the
classical prohibition against “crossing the black
waters” (that is, of leaving the subcontinent of South
Asia), and, behind and beneath all of this, the caste
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Figure 1.5 Hindu pantheon (c. 1985-1997). Sri Murugan Temple near Hampi, India. © Bennett Dean/Eye Ubiquitous/

Corbis.

system that renders entire communities perma-
nently marginalized by declaring them “polluting”
For much of Indian history (the situation radically
changed in the modern period), to leave Bharat or
what is today called India was equivalent to losing
one’s caste—for what could “caste” mean in a foreign
culture that did not recognize it?—which was in
turn tantamount to a kind of social and personal
destruction. Here travel was openly recognized for
what it in fact often is: the dissolution of one’s
cultural certainties and social self.

The Crushed Related here is the very difficult sub-
ject of Hinduisms historical treatment of millions of
people whom it came to call “untouchables,” so named
because orthodox Hindus will not literally touch
them lest they become polluted or rendered ritually
impure by such contact. Untouchable people, of
course, have a very different perspective on this daily
social fact of life in India. From their own perspective,

they are not “untouchable” at all. They are “Dalits”
They are “the Crushed”

Hierarchical Inclusions The truth is that ancient or
classical Hinduism was not so much “tolerant” in the
modern sense of that word, as it was “hierarchical” in
the ancient or medieval sense. That is, before the
modern period, Hinduism has generally handled
religious and social difference not by accepting the
religious or social other as a free citizen within an
open liberal society of equals (no culture attempted
this until the modern period), but by including the
religious other within its own caste mentality, always
at a lower or subordinate level. One could certainly
argue today that this kind of hierarchical inclusion is
preferable to the biblical and Quranic strategies of
actively suppressing or converting the religious other
into oneself, but one can hardly argue that this
strategy meets all the modern moral standards of
religious pluralism.
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The Mystical Element of Hinduism

It was, once again, the poets and mystics who
mounted the most radical challenges to these sorts of
hierarchical subordinations of other individuals and
whole communities. One of the most remarkable of
these poets and mystics was the fifteenth-century
poet-weaver Kabir. Kabir attempted to move his lis-
teners out of the religious ideas that made both nor-
mative Hindu social discrimination and Muslim
religious discrimination possible. More particularly,
he taught of a God beyond all Hindu, Muslim, ritual,
and caste differences, and he did so within an implicit,
accessible, effective, and beautiful comparative prac-
tice: he sang.

Here, for example, is Kabir going after the pundits
or learned scholars of conservative Hinduism, their
claimed authority to interpret the sacred scriptures
(the Vedas and Puranas), and their violent animal
sacrifices. Kabir insists that the true God (whom he
called “Ram,” a common Hindu name for God)
cannot be known through words, scriptures, and sac-
rificial killings. He can only be known through love:

Pundit, how can you be so dumb?
You're going to drown, along with all your kin,
unless you start speaking of Ram.

Vedas, Puranas—why read them?
It’s like loading an ass with sandalwood!

Unless you catch on and learn how Ram’s name goes,
how will you reach the end of the road?

You slaughter living beings and call it religion:
Hey brother, what would irreligion be?

“Great Saint”—that’s how you love to greet each other:
Who[m] then would you call a murderer?

And here is the same poet going after the Muslims,
their circumcisions, their gender discriminations,
and their reliance on another holy book:

Hey, Qazi [an Islamic judge],
What's that book you're preaching from?
And reading, reading—how many days?
Still you haven’t mastered one word.

Drunk with power, you want to grab me;
Then comes the circumcision.
Brother, what can I say?—
If God had wanted to make me a Muslim,
why didn’t he make the incision?
You cut away the foreskin, and then you have
a Muslimy;
so what about your women?
What are they?
Women, so they say, are only half-formed men;
I guess they must stay Hindus to the end.
Hindus, Muslims—where did they come from?
Who got them started down this road?
Search inside, search your heart and look:
Who made the heavens come to be?
Fool,
Throw away that book, and sing of Ram.
What you're doing has nothing to do with him.*

It would be difficult to find more dramatic criticisms
of religious identity anywhere in the modern study of
religion. What scholar has spoken like this? What
academic has sung? And certainly no form of schol-
arship can approach the popularity and cultural
influence of a people’s poet like Kabir. He “compared
religions” to transcend religion. And the people loved
him for it.

The Comparative Practices
of Asia: Sikhism

Somewhere around this same time, a man who came
to be known as Guru Nanak (1469-1539)—literally
“Teacher Nanak”—came on the scene and established
a community among Hindus, Muslims, and Jains.
Guru Nanak or Baba Nanak (“Father Nanak”) pro-
claimed a God who united all human beings, in a
bold new monotheistic vision that insisted on the
equality of all and on the welfare and protection of
the poor and the downtrodden. And so was eventu-
ally born a new religion, which we have come to call
Sikhism (so named after the word “Sikh,” probably
originally “bearer of divine wisdom or teachings
[sikhia],” but eventually “disciple”).



Figurel.6 GuruNanak,by AmarjitSingh. ©INTERFOTO/
Amarjit Singh/Mary Evans.

The Dissolution of Religious Identity

Nanak was born into an upper-caste, land-owning
Hindu family in a region that was largely Muslim at
this point in space and time. Islam had been practiced
in the area for almost eight centuries, that is, from the
early eighth century ce on. Somewhere around the
year 1500, Nanak had a powerful religious vision,
which he described as one of “being taken to the
divine court” This vision appears to have involved
both a revelation into the true nature of God and a
profound personal sense of being called to a divine
mission. In one version of this initiatory vision, the
Sikh tradition has it that, after receiving his revelation
while bathing in a river, Nanak could not be found for
three days. When he finally reappeared, he could not
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speak until he ecstatically uttered lines like these:
“There is neither Hindu nor Muslim, so whose path
shall T follow?” and “God is neither Hindu nor
Muslim.” Another implicit act of comparison, and of
the most dramatic sort.

Revelation as Comparison

The stunning revelation that began with a denial of
religious identity became—through centuries of
conversion, community building, ritual practice, and
anxious defense on the part of the Sikh community
before repeated military oppositions—its own strongly
marked religious identity, which now represents itself
with a symbol consisting of swords. This is an espe-
cially complex history, whose details and debates we
have neither the space nor the competence to describe
here. Only one subject will concern us now: Sikh com-
parative practices.

As in most premodern religions, the comparative
practices of early Sikhism were largely implicit rather
than explicit. Guru Nanak’s reported declaration that
“there is neither Hindu nor Muslim” was precisely
such an implicit comparative practice, in this case
one that privileged the universal sameness of the
human spirit over the superficial differences of religious
and social identity.

But it is also clear that Nanak was in effect “com-
paring” the new religious revelation he had received
to the established religious communities of his own
place and time. With respect to his own Hindu
society, he acknowledged the reality of reincarnation
or rebirth, for example, but he strongly opposed both
Hindu polytheism and the religiously based caste
system. With respect to Islamic society, he followed
Muslim theology on many points, particularly the
unity and primacy of God as Lord and Creator, but
he was deeply critical of the excesses and corruptions
of Islamic political practices. With respect to the Jain
communities in his midst, he unequivocally denied
the atheism of Jain teachings.

Such “comparisons,” of course, were not advanced
for the sake of any academic or intellectual project,
nor did they develop from any purely rational
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processes or logical arguments. They were rather
direct outcomes or implications of the divine revela-
tion that he believed he had received at the divine
court. Revelation was comparison.

The Comparative Practices of Asia:
Confucianism, Daoism, and
Buddhism in China

Traditional Chinese Ethnocentrism

China, like India, is famously plural and diverse. And
famously ethnocentric, even literally so. Indeed the
most common indigenous name for China is not
“China” (that word appears to have come from the
Indian Sanskrit word cina, pronounced “cheena”).
What the ancient and medieval people of China actu-
ally called their culture and land was “the Middle
Kingdom.” In short, they thought of themselves as
living in the center of the world. In their view, every
other culture, and thus every other people, lived on
the margins, outside the middle.

Even within this so-called Middle Kingdom,
however, Chinese culture has generally been dra-
matically pluralistic, defined in large measure by
the weaving together of three separate streams
of social and religious thought: those deriving
from the teachings of the Chinese scholar-sage and
political theorist Confucius, of the Chinese nature
mystic Lao-Tzi, and of the north Indian teacher
and religious founder Gautama Buddha. Confucius
and Lao-Tzi were indigenous to ancient China.*!
Buddhism was an import from South Asia. Buddhism
arose around the fifth century BCE in northern
India and probably did not reach China until
somewhere around the turn of the Common Era,
through traveling monks and texts; but these were
effectively assimilated and absorbed into Chinese
culture in the ensuing centuries by many means,
including through extensive translation activities,
until they became as “Chinese” as the political phi-
losophy and familial pieties of Confucius or the
Way of Lao-Tzi.

The Three Ways

What is relevant about all of this for our present pur-
poses is the fact that early medieval Chinese scholars
engaged in ways of writing and talking about these dif-
ferent traditions that were not so different from the
ways early modern European scholars wrote compara-
tively about “religions,” or even—eventually—about
“world religions”*? The Chinese, of course, did not use
the Latin-based term “religion.” Rather they commonly
spoke and wrote about “ways” or “practices” (much like
Abu al-Maali in his eleventh-century Persian textbook
on world religions, or Ramakrishna countering British
Christian colonialists in the nineteenth).

The most common category was Dao, which
means simply “way” or “path” This was yet another
riff on the universal motif of travel, journey, and
path. Thus, while the later European scholars would
make up various -isms to name the religions—Ilike
Taoism (or Daoism), Buddhism, and Confucianism—
the medieval Chinese comparativists spoke of wuwei
dadao or “the Great Way of Intentionless Action,’
fodao or “the Way of Buddha,” and gingyue dadao or
“the Great Way of the Pure Contract”* This is some-
times called the “Three Teachings” (Sanjiao) tradi-
tion. It was especially prominent in the middle of the
Ming dynasty (1368-1644).

Unsurprisingly, different scholars writing on the
various “ways” often sought to establish the superiority
of a particular “way” over the others. For instance, one
scholar used the category of Dao to argue that the
Ways of the Buddha and Confucius ultimately share a
common source, the true Way of Laozi: “Now the
three Ways are but different branches extending from
the same root. ... These three Ways are equally
methods of the Most High Lord Lao, though they dif-
fer in their teachings and transformative effects. All
three find their source in the true Way”** Thus, in our
own terms now, Daoism becomes the sameness
that the surface differences of Confucianism and
Buddhism ultimately point toward. This was a fairly
easy argument to make, given the language being
employed. The “Dao” of Daoism, after all, means the
Way, so it would have been quite natural to think of



different religions as different “ways,” and to privilege
the Way (that is, the Dao) over the other ways.

It was not all about this kind of one-up-manship,
though. Chinese scholars also had a fundamental
comparative insight, namely that often it was quite
impossible to understand the true shape and nuances
of a particular religious tradition without comparing
it to another. That is to say, sometimes the “inside” of
a religion can only be fathomed by looking at it from
the “outside”” So, for example, one Ming scholar, Yuan
Zongdao (1560-1600), went so far as to write that “we
can understand Confucianism for the first time only
after we have studied Chan [Buddhism]* This is a
most remarkable observation and could easily be put
in the mouths of any number of contemporary com-
parativists. Chinese intellectuals, not unlike their
Indian counterparts, were “‘comparing religions” on
their own terms and in their own, well, ways.

1 Ifyou are religious and believe in some sort of
deity, does the god you worship look like you?
If your tradition forbids making images of the
deity, do you nevertheless tend to think of this
god in human terms? If so, why? Would it be
emotionally possible for you to worship or
care about a deity who was completely non-
human, who looked, say, like an insect or a
crab? How about a bacterium?

2 Are the ancient Christian concept of “heresy”
and the Islamic category of “people of opinion”
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