1
Religious Beliefs

This chaprer surveys the main features of world religions that attract the most
attention in contemporary philosophy of religion. I introduce some fundamen-
tal philosophical terminclogy and outline some of the focal points of this texr,
The chapter concludes with observations about the use of imaginarion in
undettaking philosephy of religion.

Five World Religions

In living religious traditions there are many different strands, sometimes
profeundly ar odds with one another. Any general description of these tradi-
tions will therefore have to be in very broad terms, with rhe understanding
that matters are far more complex than these terms and categories can capture.
But however generatized, it is good to begin with an overview of such
traditions in ordef to secure u stable set of shared references at the ontset and
to have before us 2 skerch of religious diversity. Philosophers of religion need
to take seriously the great variety of religious traditions and practices. Begin-
ning with a survey of these religions may also help underscore that philosephy
of religion is not principally driven by reflection on merely academic matters,
but first and foremost by philosophical inquiry into extant, living traditions.

In the English-speaking wotld the better known religions are seitl Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam, and so they are a teasonable statting point for this
book.

In the main, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam are menotheistic. Monotheists
believe one and only one God exists and is to be worshipped. Palytheists believe
in many gods and henatheisss align themselves with one God withour denying
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the existence of other deities. Judaism, Christianity, and Islam each depict
God as omnipetent (all-powerful), omniscient (ali-knowing), and complerely
good. Ged both created the cosmos and canserves it in existence Without
God's conserving power, the cosmos would cease to be. God is imperishable,
incortuptible, without beginning, and worthy of obedience. In their tradi-
tional forms, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam represent God, not just as
creating and conserving the cosmos but also as acting in human history o
reveal His nature,

The term rheism is customarily used to name those monotheistic religions in
which God is distingt from the world and yet causally active in it, while deirm
names monetheistic religions, according to which, God is the creator of the
cosmos, bur not active in the world. Deists, then, deny that God authots any
tevelation, providentially guides human history, causes miracles or becomes
incarnate. An atheist is someone who maintains that theism is false (from the
Greek athess meaning “without God"). While being an agnostic (from the
Greek agmons meaning “without knowledge™ simply means being unsure
wherher some belief is true, the term is commonly used with respect to theistic
belief. Generally speaking, an agnostic claims not to know whether theism is
truc. A more tadical agnostic claim would be that the truth or falschood of
theism cannor be known by any human beings.

Judaism, with its roots going back at least to the second millennium BCE
{Bck = “Before the common era”), portrays God as calling the people of Israel
to be a just and merciful community, dedicated to worshipping and serving
God. Its most important early figures are Abraham (cires eighteenth century
RCE) and Moses (cirea fifteenth and fourreenth centuries k). In the anpual
ceremony of Passover there is a ricualized recounting of God's liberation of the
people of Israel under Moses' prophetic leadership after a prolonged enslave-
ment in Egypt. In Judaism enormous value is placed on communiry life, a life
which is displayed in the Hebrew Bible as a covenant between (God and the
people of Israel. The Torah refers to the first five books of the Hebrew Bible,
while the Talmud is an extensive commentary on the Torah and religious life
in general, outlining religious faith, ethits and ritual observance. Modern
Judaism has differenr strands, including the Orthodox, Conservative, and
Reformed. The more traditional representatives of Judaism, especially the
Orthodox, adopt s stringent reading of what they take to be the historic
meaning of Hebrew scripture as secured in the early stages of its formation.
Orcher groups within Jewish tradition treat scripture as authoritative but do
oot depend on a specific, bustorically defined interpretation of that scripture.
In line with this open-ended approach to religions identity, Jacob Neusner, a
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contemporary Judaic scholar, offers a very broad depiction of Judaism: “When
a religious system appeals as an important part of its authoritative lirerature or
canon to the Hebrew Scripeures of ancient Isracl, or Old Testament, we have
a Judaism” (Neusner 1991, p. 39). Taken alone, this definition might appear
to some te be too hroad, for Christianity would then count as a form of
Judaism. This result is not cleatly undesirable, for it underscores that Chris-
tianity is rooted historically in Judaism and this is why certain culrures as well
as the Christian religion itself ate sometimes referred to as “Judeo-Christian,”

Christianity emerged from Judaism in the first century and looks to Jesus
Chrise, 2 Jew, as its founder. The Christian Bible ("Bible” comes from the
Greek biblia meaning “the books”) consists of two parts: the Old Testament
with its recerd and literature of the religion of the people of Israel {the Hebrew
Bible) and the New Testament with its representation of Jesus and his follow-
ers. Generally speaking, the New Testament has been inrerpreted by Chris-
tians as depicring Jesus Christ as the incarnation of God, a grear healer, 2
teacher of mercy and justice, who was crucified and later raised from the dead,
appearing to his followers after his death, and establishing 4 community of
faith. Salvation is attained through fellowship with and trust in Jesus, follow-
ing his teaching and cxample, and finding, in him, God's forgiveness and
mercy. The rerm “Christ” comes from the Greek term for “ancinted” and is
sometimes used to highlight the role of the person, Jesus, in bringing about
salvation. Subsequent developments within Christianity gave tise to formal
treatments of salvation, the incarnation, and the Godhead, according to which
monotheism is preserved alongside belief in 4 diversity within God of three
persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Jesus is identified as the incarpation of
the Son, the second member of the Trinity. Some unity of Christian belief and
practice was graduzlly achieved in the course of developing various creeds that
defined Christian faith in formal terms {frem the Latin crede, "1 believe™).
What unity Christianity achieved was broken, however, in the eleventh cen-
rury with the splic between the Western, Catholic Church and Eastern,
Byzantine Christianity (now the Christian Orthodox Churches), and broken
again in the sixteenth century with the Reformation and the split berween
Roman Catholicism and Protestantism. As the Reformation unfolded, many
denominations emerged, including the Anglican, Baptist, Lutheran, Method-
isr, and Presbyterian Churches. And more recently, additional Christian move-
ments and denominations have been formed. In this century, strides have been
made to achieve z_greater unity between Christian communities throughout
the world. One sign of this ecumenism is the establishment of the World
Council of Churches in the Jate 1940s.
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Istam traces its roots back to Judaism and Christiamty, acknowledging a
common past atr various points, All three religions are sometimes called
“Abrahamic” because each acknowledges the importance of Abraham as the
early progenitor of the life of faith. Islamic teaching was forged by the Prophet
Mohammed (570-632) who proclaimed a radical monotheism that explicitly
repudiated the polytheism of his rime and the Christian understanding of the
Trinity. The Qut'an {from Qu'ra for to recize ot o read), its holy book, was
composed by Mohammed who dictated this revelation of Allah (Arabic for
“God”) which, according to tradition, was given to him by the Archangel
Gabriel, The Qur'an has a high place in the tradition and is taken to be God's
very speech. Central to Islam is the sovercignty of Allah or God, God's
providential control of the cosmos, and the importance of living justly and
compassionately following a practice of prayer, worship, and pilgrimage. A
follower of Istam is called & Muslim, an Arabic term for “one who submits,” for
a Muslim submits 1o God. The Five Pillars of Islam include the requirements
of reciting the Islamic creed, praying five times a day while facing Mecca,
alms-giving, fasting during Ramadan (the ninth month of the Muslim calen-
dar}, und making a pilgrimage to Mecca. The two greatest branches of Islam
are the Sunnis and Shi’ites, which develeped eartly in the history of Istam over
a disagreement aboutr who would succeed Mohammed. Sunnis comptise the
vast majority of Muslims, Shi'ites put greater stress on the continuing revela-
tion of God beyond the Qur'an as revealed in the authoritative teachings of the
iman (holy successors who inhetit Mohammed’s “spititual abilities™), the
mugtahidun (“doctors of the law”), and other agents,

Common among most adherents of these three religions is belief in an
afterlife, God's wisdom, and 2 final consummation of human history in divine
judgment and its consequences. In general, then, Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam are theistie, but rhere are members of each tradition who would more
accurately be described as panentheists (from the Greek meaning “all is within
God™) who hold that God and the world are in 4 close, virtually co-dependent
relationship, The evident diversity of such positions drives home the point
that for some adherents of these religions, something like the descriptions
offered here would count as characterizations of a religious hetitage that may
be subjected to considerable reinterpretation. Jacob Neusner underscores how
the Jewish and Christian traditions can encompass new developments and
interpretations of their past:

While the world ar large treats Judaism as “the religion of the Old Testament,”
the fact js otherwise. Judaism inherits and makes the Hebrew Scriprures its
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own, just as does Christianity. But just as Christianity rereads the entire
heritage of ancient Israel in light of “the resurrection of Jesus Christ,” so
Judaism understands the Hebrew Scriprures as only one part, the written one,
of the “one whole Torah of Moses, our rabbi.” . . . In both cases, religious circles
within Israe! of later antiquity reread the entire past in light of their own
conscience and convictions, (Neusner 1986, p. xi)

Some theologians have gone so far as to reread their heritage in such a way
thar they claim to be Christian atheists. From a traditional point of view,
“Christian atheism” is an gutrageous contradiction in terms. I will not try to
settle such disputes of classification and, iastead, simply register here the
irnportance of recognizing rhat, for same, the abave categories are neither clear
cut nor forever fixed. In Christianity two classic treatments of the need to
constantly reinterpret and reappraise one's religious heritage are Augustine’s
(354-430) Christian Doctrine and John Henry Newman's (180190} Develop-
ment of Christian Doctring.

While Judaism, Christianity and Islam originated in the Near East, Hindu-
ism and Buddhism originated in Asia. Hinduism allows for so much diversity
that it is difficult even to use the term “Hinduism™ as an umbrella category to
designate a host of interconnected ideas and traditions, “Hindu” is Persian for
“Indian” and names the various traditions that have flourished in the Indian
subcontinent, going back before the second millennium BCE. The most com-
mon feature of what is considered Hinduism is teverence for the Vedic
scriptures, a rich collection of work, some of it highly philosophical especially
the Upanishads (berween 800 and 500 8CE), Unlike Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam, Hinduism dees not look back to a singular historical figure such as
Abraham for its root inspiration.

One strand within Hinduism that has received a great deal of attention,
especially from Western philosophers in this century, is Advaita Vedanta,
according to which this world of space and time is vltimately illusory; it is
Maya (literally “illusion”}. Behind the diverse objects and forms we observe in
what may be called the phenomenal or apparent world there is the formless
Brahman. The principal aim of this Advaira school of thoughe is the rejection
of all duality (“Advaita” comes from the Sanskrie term for “non-duality”). The
appeatance of diverse abjects is ultimately due to our ignorance. Note this
passage from Shatkara's Crest Jewel of Diserimination: “In dream, the mind
creates by its own power a complete universe of subject and object. The
waking state jtoo] is only a prolonged dream. The phenomenal universe exists
in the mind” {p. 71). Brahman zlone is uitimately real. This position is often
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called monizm (from the Greek menus or “single”) or pantheism ("God is every-
thing"), Shankara {also spelled Sankara, Samkara, Sankaracharya, 788-820)
was onc of the greatest teachers of this monist, nendualist tradition within
Hinduism. Shankara held that “Brabuman alone is real. There is none but e,
When He is known as the supreme reality there is no other existence but
Brahman™ {p. 82},

Advaita Vedanta is not the only form of Hinduism. While Brahman is
treated as being beyond form in Advaita Vedanta, and thus an impersonal
reality, theistic strands may alse be found within Hinduism which construe
the Divine as personal, all-good, powerful, knowing, creative, loving, and so
on. Theistic elements may be seen at places in the Bhagavad Gita (sixth
cenruty BCE) and its teaching about the love of God. Madhva is one of the
better knowsn theistic representatives of Hinduism {thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries). There arc also lively polytheistic elements within Hinduism. Popu-
lar Hindu practive inclides a tich polytheism, and for this reason it has been
called the religion of 330 million geds. The recognitien and honor paid to
these gods are somerimes absothed into Bahman worship s the gods are
understood to be so many manifestations of the one true reality. As Simon
Blackburn obsetves: “It is not easy to count gods, and so not always ohvious
whether an apparently polytheistic religion, such as Hinduism, is really so, or
whether the different appatent objects of wotship are to be thought of as
manifestations of the one God” (Blackburn 1994, p. 202).

VWhether in its monist or theistic form, it is widely believed among Hindus
that a cardinal, supreme manifestation of Brahman is a crinity of Brahma,
Vishnu and Shiva. Brahma is the creator of the world, Vishnu is its sustainer
and manifested in the world as Krishna and Rama, incarnations or avatars
(from the Sanskrit for “one who descends”) who instruct and enlighten, and
Shiva is the destroyer.

Most Hindus believe in reincarnation. The soul migrates through different
Lives, according to principles of karma. Karma (Sanskrit for “deed” or “action™)
is the name for the moral consequences of action. The final consummation or
enlightenment for the Hindu is moésha or release from samisara, the material
cycle of birth and rebirth, In its monist forms, liberation comes from overcom-
ing the apparent dualism of Brahman and atman (licerally “breath”), which
refers to the individual self or soul, and sometimes a transcendental self with
which all other selves are identical.

Hinduism is often associated with (and believed to be a chief justifica-
tion for) a social caste system that groups persons ipto strict orders of
social classificarion. Not all Hindus support such a system, and some Hindu
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reformers argue for its abolition. One of the well-known movements oppesed
to traditional understandings of caste is the Arya Samaj, which was founded by
the Hindu reformer Swami Dananda Saraswati (1824-83). The Arya Samaj
movement continues to exist within India, especially in the Punjab, and
among manry Hindu immigrants in the West. As part of its openness to other
faiths, Hinduism has a legacy of inclusive spititualiry by which it undetstands
other religious practices as different ways in which one may ultimarely con-
verge on enlightened unity with Brahman. Hinduism bas thereby absorbed
and, to some extent, integrated some of the teaching and narrarives of Bud-
dhism. Christian elemenits have also been assimilated historically into Hindu-
ism, especially since British colonialism, with Jesus being seen as the tenth
avatar of Vishnu. Many IHindu texts extol the mulrifaceted paths to the
Divine, The following passage from the Bhagurad Gita represents Krishna
making an inclasive declaration.

If any worshipper do reverence with
faith to any god whatever,
I make his faith fire,
and in thar faith he reverences his
god,
and gains his desires,
for it is I who bestow them,
(vii, 21-2)

Although historically Hinduism and Islam have sometimes been in painful
conflict, there are cases of tolerance and collaboration. One of the aims of
Sikhism, a sixteenth century reform movement within Hinduism, was to
bring together Hindus and Muslims.

Buddhism emerged from Hinduism, tracing its origin to Gautama
Sakyamuni {sometime between the sixth and fourth centuries BCE) who lived
in northern India and came to be known as the Buddba (“Enlightened One™).
The teaching of the Buddha centets on The Four Noble Truths, These ate thar:
{1} Life is full of suffering, pain, misery {dukka); (2) The otigin of suffering is
in desire (sanba); (3) The extinction of suffering can be brought abour by the
extinction of desire; (4) The way to extinguish desire is by following the Noble
Eightfold Path. The Eightfold Path consists of right understanding; right
aspirations or attitudes; tight speech; right conduct; right livelihood; right
effort; mindfulness; contemplation or composure. In its earliest forms, Bud-
dhism was not associated with a developed metaphysics (that is, 2 theory of the
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structure of reality, the nature of space, time and so on}, but there was belief
in reincarnation, skepticism abour the substantial nature of persons existing
over time, and a denial {or treating as inconsequential) of the existence of
Brahman, Early Buddhist teaching tended ro be nontheistic and nondeistic,
underscoting instcad the absence of the self or anarta and the impermanence of
life. The goal of the religious life is Nirvana, a transformation of human
consciousness that involves the shedding of the illusion of selfhood. Theravada
Buddhism is the oldest and serictest in terms of promoting the importance of
monastic life. Mahayapa emerged later. It displays less resistance to Hindu
themes and does not place as stringent an emphasis on monastic vocatiotr.
Other versions of Buddhism inciude Pure Land Buddhism and Zen.

Orher religions will be addressed in the book. At this poine, let us consider
the underlying question of what should and should noc count as a religion.
What is the definition and scope of the term “religion”?

Definitions of Religion

It is nor easy to achieve a precise, universally acceptable definition of religion.
This is largely due to the vast differences between the traditions that are
commonly categorized as religions. Many philosophers of religion today re-
gard this difficulty of definition and diversity of religions in 2 pasicive light.
Rather than advance a narrow definition from the beginning of what must
make up a religion, thete are advantages to demarcating “religion” simply by
appealing to the examples that most people recognize as religions. This
strategy secures a substantial terrain to investigate and ensures that philosophy
of religion will be relevant to extant tradirions that are widely regarded as
religion as opposed to being televant only to academic circles. Thus, & com-
mon delineation of religion is as follows: Religions inciude Judaism, Christianity,
Lilam, Hinduism, and Buddhiim, and those traditions that vesemble one or more of
them. By this definition, Confucianism, Tasism, Baha'ism, Sikhism, Zoroastri-
anism, aboriginal spirituality, and many other traditions are easily seen to be
religious. This characterization of religion may be termed a definition by ex-
ample, though more technically it may be referred to as 4 paradigm case definition
(in which 2 case is idenrified where 4 term applies and ether applications are
designated in virtue of their resemblance to iz),

This definition by example of religion carries no implication that the five
world religions are more credible or satisfying than others. The five world
religions encompass such diverse practices and beliefs, thar employing them as
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an initial reference point ensures flexibility and breadth in identifying orher
religions. The definition can, of course, be expanded by explicitly noting other
cases of paradigm religions, e.g. Religions include Judaism, Christianity,
Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Conficianism, Taoism, Baha'ism, Sikhism,
Zoroastrianism, aboriginal spirituality, and those traditions that resemble one
of mote of them.

The earlier definition by example is used in this texr, but it is good to be
wary of its limitations, In the present conrext it succeeds (if it succeeds at all)
only as a rough demarcation of the ground that needs to be cevered in
subsequent philosophical inquiry. For this definition by example does not dig
into che detzils of what makes these traditions religions, The same problem
would arise if one were to define “religion” in terms of its Latin root. The term
religis means "to bind” and highlighting this may be useful to bring ro the fore
the notion that religion draws people together or delimits a person’s identity.
Bur it provides no more help than that. Presumably not everything that draws
people together or defines a person’s identity is religious. More needs to be
done to investigate the binding characrer of religious traditions, and the aim
of this book is to carry out such further investigation. But before proceeding
to this task, consider some of rhe difficulties that face other demarcations of
what constitutes a religion. Hete are theee proposals for defining religion and
some of their difficulties.

“Religion” may be defined in terms of the belief and worship of God ot
gods. But this has the undesirable consequence of classifying atheist versions
of Buddhism as nonreligious.

Alternatively, “religion” may be defined in terms of reverence and awe such
that to have reverence and awe roward something believed to be sacred is to be
religious. Buc this would prohibir from being consideted religious rthose
members of the world religions who treat their relation with the sacred as one
of seif-interest, rather than of awe and reverence. Some early religions are
described as lacking in the awe and reverence thar typically characterize
“worship,” and so these might also be excluded by such a definition of religion.
Ir would also require us to classify as religious those groups that treat nature,
their nation, or even their egos as sacred and deserving awe and reverence,

In one of the better texts, Reason and Religious Belisf: An Introduction to the
Philosaphy of Religion, the following is proposed as a working definition:

Religion is constituted by a set of beliefs, actions, and emotions, both personal
and corporate, organized around the concept of an Ultimare Realiry. (Peterson
etal. 1991, p. 4}
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This appeats to be satisfied by traditional forms of the five wotld religions
outhined above, but if it is advanced as a sufficient condition of what is to be
classified as « “religion” it is hazardeus. For example, it may be argued that the
mainstream scientific community is consticuted by a set of beliefs, actions, and
emaotions as well - whether these be the love of discovery, truth and inquiry,
the desire to make cerrain predictions, and the like — centered around the
coticept of an ultimate reality {the cosmos). But for all that, it would be a
strerch to consider the scientific community a religion. One mighe try te avoid
classifying the scientific community as a religion by adjusting the concept of
“Ultimate Reality” so that it would have to refer to something beyond the
physical world. Scientists focus on the physical world whereas religious believ-
ers focus on the nonphysical. This, however, would have the undesirable
consequence of excluding many versions of polytheism, Mormonism (the
popular name for a nincteenth century Christian movement, the “Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints™) and other religions which construe the
divine in physical terms. The anthors of Reason and Religions Belief do not make
this move, for they leave the description of “Ultimate Reality” quite broad:
“This Reality may be understood as a umity or a plorality, personal ot
nonpersonal, divine or not, and so forth” (Peterson ¢f 4/, 1991, p. 4). It is easy
o sympathize with this resistance to a mote precise definition.

I encourage readers to consider nine other definitions of religion that I list
at the end of this chapter among the suggested questions and topics. Readers
may also wish te survey and debate the many proposed definitions of “religion”
in J. H. Leaba's A Psychological Stady of Religion (especially chapter 2 and the
appendix).

The problem facing the project of precisely defining religion is that when
we move beyond the definition by example offered at the outset we seem to be
without & clear-cut, principled way to delimir what does and does not count
as 2 religion. How can one sertle disputes over whether Marxism, atheistic
humanism, New Age movements, fervent forms of nationalism and so on,
should be considered religions? The definition by example does not provide an
automatic answer, but it challenges us to undertake a comparative study of the
cases at hand. Questions abour religious identity are addressed by investigar-
ing the resemblance of these movements and traditions to Judaism, Christian-
ity, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism. For example, a question about whecher
atheistic humanisn should be considered a religion can be phrased in terms of
asking about whether it resembies those cases of religion that are already
widely recognized. If it can be argued plausibly that there are significant
similarities berween atheistic humanism and any of the five world religions,
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rhen these would count as good reasons for treating atheistic humanism on the
same footing as Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism. This
reasoning by resembilance or analogy has had a role in mapy United States
court cases in which judges have struggled with the definition of whar counts
as a religion. In the case of Euited Stutes v. Seeger, for example, the Supreme
Court characterized religious belief as “betief that is sincere and meaningful
and occupies a place in the life of its possessor paralle] to rhar illed by the
orthodox belief in God.” (For other legal references, sce suggested question
two at the end of this chapter.)

The stance adopted here of accepting a definition by example does not
supplant other definitions of religion. For example, insofar as the five world
religions really do fit any of the morte specific definitions, these may be used in
identifying other religions in virtue of their also satisfying such definitions.

By avoiding narrow definitions, contemporary philosophy of religion re-
mains open to exploring new religious concerns. The arena of what many in
the English-speaking world count as religion seems to be profoundly fluid at
present, which is why so many definitions of religion wind up facing what
Galilee's critics faced. When persecuted for his view thar the earch moves,
Galileo is reputed to have said: eppwr of muove (Fralian for "and yet it [the earth}
moves”). One may well bave a definition of religion that maps significant, but
still hounded terrain, and then the rerrain teself seems to move. Philosophy of
religion is, at the end of the day, philosophical reflection on refigion, and any
generalization about religion needs to rake inte account beth ancient and
emerging traditions that comprise irs subjecr matrer. The same is true in
philosophy of science, art, history, and so on.

The Focus of Philosophy of Religion

Having stressed the open character of philosophy of religion, we need to find
a point of entry into more detailed inquity. The survey of the five world
religions is at too high an altitude for the grounded approach needed for
precise philosophical reflection.

Some work in philosophy of religion today focuses on only 4 single religion,
and there are certainly advantuges in doing so. With such a concentration
there is less danger of oversimplifying religious traditions and more of an
opportunity to reflect philosophically on the way differenc philosephical ideas
are interconnected within a specific religious way of seeing the wotld. Not-
withstanding these merits, a broader approach is reguired here because of the
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religicusly diverse society many of us live in and also because an exclusive
focus on any one teligion can have liztle hope of being completely successful.
Yach world religion has been influenced in its development by at least ane
other religion and so the focus on a single religion is hard to sustain if one
wants to bring to light its historical development.

Still, rome selectivity is it order lest one’s philosophical investigation be-
come altogether too generalized. It is alse watranted here in order 1o do justice
to the current state of the field, In the English-speaking world, the majority of
contemporary philosophy of religion is concentrated on theism, and 1 estimare
that more than half of the current nos-English-speaking philosophy of reli-
glon literature addresses theism or theistic themes. This bock explores
nantheistic religious ropics, but the philosophical articulation and assessment
of theism and theistic themes will be a4 cenrerpiece. This does not amount to
favoring rtheism by suggesting we bhegin with the assumption that it has
greater credibility than its alternatives. Atheists and agnostics may find the
focus ou theism desirable insofar as they are committed 1o establishing that
theism is either false or not known te be either true or false, One may even
stress the philosophical investigation of theism in order to establish the off-
the-wall, rogue second definition of “Theism” in the Oxford Erglish Dictionary:
“A morbid condition chatacrerized by headaches, sleeplessness, and palpita-
tions of the heart, caused by txcessive tea-drinking”! Be that as it may, serious
attention is given in this book to nontheistic religions as we shall consider
Advaira Vedanta Hindu conceptions of Brahman, Buddhist theories of the self,
and the similatities and differences between theistic and nontheistic religious
experiences.

In addition to the widespread represenration of theism in contemporary
philosophy of religion, there ate two other advantages to highlighting theism
in the present work.

First, there is some reason to believe that because theism has such a large
role in religion world-wide, it may well be the most widely held of religious
positions today. Reliable searistics are, of course, difficult to secure, but The
World Almanae (1997) has some credibility. Its figures provide a reason for
thinking theism is at least relevant to s majority of religious people
The Alpanac estimates there are 1,927 953,000 Christians, 1,099,634,000
Muslims, and 14,117,000 Jews. Insofar as Christianity, Islam, and Judaism
are theistic, then cheistic religions seem to include the greatest numbers in
the world population. Sikhism has a strong theistic component (19,161,000)
and there are theistic strands in Confucianism (5,254,000} and zmong
Baha'is (6,104,000} It is estimated that there are 780,547,000 Hindus and

25



Religions Beliefs

323 894,000 Buddhists, but these are not exclusively atheistic, and for those
who are atheists, theism will still be an important topic. Historically a great
deal of Buddhist philosophy is devoted to the critique of Hindu forms of
theism. Those practicing what are termed “rribal religions” or “ethnic reli-
glons” are 111,777,000 (sometimes called “primal,” “primatry” or “aboriginal”
religions} and while many of these are polytheistic, they alse have monotheis-
tic or henotheistic elements. Thus, many African societies recognize a multi-
plicity of gods and spirits and yer acknowledge a supreme being. Kwasi
Wiredu observes that,

African world views usually, though not invariably, feature a supreme being
who is regarded as responsible for the wortld order. Generally, that being is
explicitly conceived to be omnipotent, amuibenevolent and . . . omnipotent. A
sense of dependeney, trust, and unconditional reverence is almost everywhere
evident i African artitudes to the supreme being. (Wiredu 1997, p. 3%)

Similatly, some native North Americans religions acknowledge 1 “Great
Spirit” {on “Creaton”).

Of course these statistics should not be treated in a simplistic manner. The
Vnited States roday has a population of roughly 265 million people, and
although it is a democtacy, it would be false to conclude that each of its 265
million citizvens believes in democracy. Still, democracy, both as a form of
government and as a topic, is relevant to a majority of such a large population,
and that is all T am claiming about theism,

Second, giving more artention to theism will place at center-stage theories
sbout persons and human narure and thus, presumably, locate the investiga-
tion of religion in a context of great interest to many philosophers and
students of philosophy alike. In theism, God is said to know the world and to
act, and some theists speak of God having intentions, desires, and feelings. All
these are terms that find their ready use in describing ourselves. Indeed, one of
the marked objections to theism is that such language of intentions and so on
is too indebted to human categories. The charge that religious conceptions of
the divine tend to mirror images from human life is ¢ familiar complaint, In
the fifth century BCE Xenophanes is recorded as lamenting over the tempra-
tion to import limited, mundane categodes inte our understanding of the
divine:

if cartle and horses of lions had hands, or were able to draw with their hands and
do the works that men can do, horses would draw their gods like horses, and
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cattle like cartle, and they would make their Dodies such as they #ach had. (From
‘Fhe Pre-Sucratic Philosopbers (1984), by G. 8. Kirk et al., enrry 168)

Is ir philesophically legitimate to employ our conceptions of self, action,
desire, power, knowledge, emotion, and so on in describing, however meta-
phoricatly, a supremely perfect divine reality? Are there good reasons for
rejecting this as naively anthropomaorphic, ot rather, can these terms be
developed in religious contexts to describe God with philosophical credibil-
ity? Focusing on theism has the advanrage of confronting us immediately with
the task of elucidating our conception of ourselves and testing the limits of
philosophical inquiry.

As noted earlier, investigating theism in what follows will certainly not be
exclusive and it by no means amounts to supposing that theism has any initial
advanrage over its secular and religious alrernatives.

in turning to the rask of assessing religious beliefs and petspectives, several
observations are in order on the importance of a tool thar is regularly employed
io philosophy of religion as well as other areas of inquiry.

Thought Experiments in Philosophy of Religion

R. G. Collingwood (1899-1943) proposed that in the course of composing
history, it is pivotal for the historian imaginatively to project hiem or herself
into the events under study. On this view, 2 study of some other epoch requires
thar one try o imagine oneself in that setting. One should seek to understand
historical marters from within, imaginatively re-enacting past experience, as if
onie were truly a person of thar time with its presuppositions and outlook.
Collingwood’s account of history has been challenged by some historians
(see suggested question eight at the end of this chapter), but his promotion of
imaginative projection has a strong claim in the philosophical investigation of
different religions. In assessing 4 religion there is merit in imagining what it
would be like {or what 1t 7r like) to hold the religious beliefs and to adopt the
religious life thar is being studied. This kind of projection may be severely
limited and not required for reaching some justified conclusions, though
for one who is committed to exploring a religion in depth it is useful to try to
see matters from the inside. Perhaps one must also see a religion from the
outside, viewing it from the standpoint of different religions or of a secular
view of the world. But the peint Collingwood highlights is the importance
of an engaged imaginative identification. One risks developing a philosophy of

27



Religions Beliefs

religion that is estranged from its topic, namely religzon, without some appre-
clation for how religious life seems 1o its participants. This use of imagination
is not a substitute for first-hand experience, but it can be vitl in enhaucing
one’s own experience and appreciating the experience and poines of view of
others,

The cultivation of an appreciation for different religions requires the use of
what same philosophers call thoyght experiments. Piilosophers somerimes refer
to descriptions of the way rhings might be as thought experiments, As the
termn is used here, to engage in a thought experiment is to develop a concep-
tion of a srare of affairs which may or may nor be the case or, putting it
differently, may or may not occur or obtain. The term “state of aftairs” is not
meant to be overly technical and can refer to the way things might be. The
description of states of affairs may be at any level of generality, The following
may all be considered states of affairs: There being a cosmay; There being elephants,
There being wmicorns; and so on, Vhe first two stares of affairs occur or obzain,
while the third (probably} does not. To employ a thought experiment in
philesophy of religion is, in a sense, simply to use one’s imagination in an
experimental fashion, to envisage the way things might be, Some of these
thought experiments may involve the kind of personal projection commended
by Callingwood, while orhers may not. The descriptions of wotld religions in
this chapter may be read as laying the groundwork for thought experiments
which need to be enriched by greater details and enlivened by an imaginative
engagement with the teachings and practices of each religion.

The role of thought experiments in philesophy as well as in ordinary life is
difficult to overstate. Roy Sorensen notes the widespread appeal to thoughe
experiments in the course of ethical reflection. This involves both imagining
different states of affairs as well as the imaginative identification commended
by Collingwood.

Thought expetiment is universal to all cultures. This is evident from the
persnasiveness of the golden rule: “Do unto others as you would have them do
nate you.” The role reversal that constirutes the application of this moral test is
2 form of thought experiment. The agent need not recognize his tole reversal as
such, Indeed, he may lack the concept of thought experiment. Just as one does
niot need the concept of sublimation to sublimate one dees not need the conceprt
of thought experiment to thought-experiment. (Sorensen 1992, p. 67)

Thought experiments in such ethical reflection may bring to light our own
biases, and force us to clarify points left obscure otherwise. Would one still
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have the same views on famine relief if the roles were reversed and rhose
who are well fed were victims of malnutrition? In imagining thar the roles
are reversed in such matters, one may well be imagining a state of affairs that
is profoundiy unlikely. It is unlikely that Mr X will ever have a gender or
cthnic change, but can he imagine, even marginally, what it might be like
to be a femmale or to bave a different ethnic identity? The testing ground
for answeting such questions involves the use of the imagination, the appeal
to what we are acquainted with, and the prospects of consideting ourselves
in profoundly alrered stares. So, someone who is 1magining that reincarna-
tion occurs may well seek to fill out a description of re-embodiment across
gender, ethimcity, time, and species. A critic who thinks reincarnation is
impossible will try to expose the errors involved with such imaginative de-
scriptions. All this involves a process that is cormmonplace in the appreciation
and criticism of literature. As C. 8. Lewis obsetves in An Experiment in Criti-
tésm: “We want to see with other eyes, to imagine wich other imaginations, to
feel with other hearrs, as well as with our own” (Lewis 1961, p. 137}
Philosophical as well as literary criticism is very often taken up with such
imaginative testing.

Novelists, ethicists, philosophers and historians are not the only ones who
pay explicit attention to thoughe experiments. Thought experiments have a
rich role in the history of mathematics, economics, and science. Galileo’s
famous proposal about the rate of falling bodies was at first a thought experi-
ment, and one can readily see thought experiments in Newton's reflections on
absolute space, and Einstein’s work on the speed of light. The fact thar a
scientific thesis may be tesced by empirical experimentation does not rule out
the important role of thought experiments both in the construction of the
empirical investigation and in considering its implications {sec “Thought
Experiments in Einsteit's Work™ and other entries in Thought Experiments in
Science and Philosophy edited by Horowite and Massey).

In philosophy of religion the thought experiments and their analysis can be
highly complex. The task of developing and comparing thought experiments,
one that is theistic and ope that is monistic or deistic for example, will
take considerable rime, ingenuity and scrutiny. Can one very easily imagine
thar there is an all-powerful God? The effort to go as far as Collingwood
commended in the imaginative projection of oneself into diffetent religious
settings may be more difficult still. The best way to come to terms with
thought experiments is to sec them in action, which we will do in further
thapters.
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Suggesred Quertions and Topics

{1y Coasider the following characterizations of religion. Do you find any
of these successful as either definitions or descriptions of religion? Even if
unsuccessful as definitions, in what respects do you find any of these to
be philosophically itluminating or helpful in thinking abour rhe nature of
religion?

The following are cited by John Hick in his Philsiepby of Religion:

{A} "The feelings, acts, and experiences of individual men in their solitude, so
tar as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may
consider the divine,” William James

(B} "A set of beliefs, practices, and institutions which men have evolved in
various societies.” T, Parsons

(Cy " A body of scruples which impede the free exercise of our faculries.” Salomon
Reinach

(D} “Echics heighrened, enkindled, lit up by feeling.” Matthew Arnold

{E) “Religion is the recognition that all things are manifestations of a power
which transcends our knowledge.” Herbert Spencer (Hick 1989, p. 2}

The following are cited in Reason and Religions Belief: An Introduction to
Philosophy of Religion:

(F} "Religion is, i truth, that pure and reverential disposirion or frame of mind
which we call prery.” C. P. Tiele

(GY “Religion is rather the artempt to express the complete reality of goodness
through every aspect of our being.” F. 11, Bradley

{H) “Religion is the belief in an ever living God, that is, in a Divine Mind and
Will ruling the Universe and holding moral relations with mankind.” James
Marineau (Prrerson et al. 1991, pp. 3-4)

Consider Swinburne’s proposal:

(I3 "I propose to understand by a religion a sysrern which offers what I shall term
salvation, . . - I shall understand thar a religion offers it if and only if it offers
much of the following: a deep understanding of the narure of the world and
man's place in it; guidance on the mest worthwhile way to live, and an
apportunity so to live; forgiveness from God and recenciliation to him for
having done what we believed morally wrong; and a continuation and deepen-
ing of this well-being in a bappy afterlife.” (Swinburne 1981, p. 128)
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(2) Analyze the way in which “religion” has been defined in Supreme
Court cases from the 1940s on, See, for example, the Comgrersional Quarterly’s
Guide 1o the Supreme Cowrt, 264 edition. In an important case in 1943, Justice
Frankfurter cited rthe following passage from federal judge Augustus Hand.
You may wish to assess this in light of subsequent court cases:

It is unnecessary o attempt a definition of religion; the content of the term is
found in the history of the human race and is incapable of compression into a
few words. Religious belief arises from a sense of the inadequacy of reason as a
means of relating the individual ro his fellow men and ro his universe. ., . [I]t
may justly be regarded as a respoase of the individual to an inward mentor, call
it conscience or God, that is for many persons at the present time the equivalent
of what has always been thought a religious impulse. (United States v. Kauter)

(3} In this chapter it was assumed the scientific community is not by its
very nature religious. Bur some scientific projeces have been described in
religious terms. Consider Douglas Hofstadter’s construal of his pursuit of a
reductionise theory of life:

{People] bave an jnstinctive horror of any “explaining away” of the soul. I don't
kaow why certain people have this horror while others, like me, find in reduc-
tionism the nitimate religion. Perhaps my lifelong rraining in physics and
scicnee in general has given me a deep awe ar seeing how rbe most substantial
and familiar of objects or experiences fades away, as one approaches the infini-
tesimal scale, inte an eerily insubstantial echer, a myriad of ephemeral swirling
vortices of nearly incomprehensible mathemuatival aceivity, This in me evokes a
cosmic awe. To e, reductionisint doesn't “explain away”; rarher, it adds mys-

tery. (Hofseadver (980, p. 434}

{4) If there are difhculties defining “religion,” there are difficulties defin-
ing philosophy of religion. Are there problems in defining other areas of
philesophy that are similar to the problems of defining philosophy of religion?
Consider some of the following areas: the philosophy of art, history, science,
law, language, economics, knowledge, action, education, logic, and mind. An
interesting project would be to explore the ways in which competing defini-
tions of some other area, art fg)r example, can be used to construct parallel
definitions of “religion.” An advanced project, for example, may examine the
strengths and weaknesses of 4 definition of religion buile on Arthur Danto’s
definition of art, See A Companion to Aesthetics for detailed references,

(3) 'Fhis chapter takes note of the numbet of people currently estimared
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as belonging to different religions. Do such figures carry any weight in your
assessment of the credibility or truth of any religion? At one rime it was
popular to advance 2 common consent argument for the existence of God. This
argument is criticized in the 1967 Encyclopedia of Philosophy, volume one, pages
147 55. You may wish to speculute as to how such an argument may be
defended against this eriticism and then assess the overall strength and weak-
aess of the revised argument. It would also be usefu] 1o compare an argument
from common consent with the literature in the philosophy of art on the rest
of tirne. Some hold that if 4 work of art is judged ro be good over rime, one has
some reason to believe the work is indeed a goed work of are. See, for example,
Anthony Savile's The Test of Time. Savile offers a modest defense of appealing
to the test of titne in assessing art work. He proposes the following critetion:

A well-chosen autographic or allographic work of art securely survives the rest
of time if over a snfficiently long period I survives in our arrention under an
apprapriate interpretation in a sefficlently embedded way, This condition wil]
only be satished if the atrention that the work 15 given is of 4 kind thar generares
EXPECTiEnce [eiCVANL to its critical appreciation and atrraces che attention that is
given to it in irs own right. (Savile 1982, pp. 11-12)

Savile ourlines the conditions for appropriate interpretation in his text. How
much of his analysis may be applied to religions? You may alse wish to
consider the extent that his analysis of beaury and depth may be applied to
religious traditions and practices.

{&) Can one rruly know a religion wirhour at some rime having believed
and practiced ir? Putting the matter differently, can a skeptic teuly underszand
what it is like to be a religious believer? In [he Concgpe of Mind, Gilbert Ryle
distinguished two forms of knowing, what he called &nowledge bow and bnoze!-
edge that. Apparently, one may well knew how to do cerrain things like tell
a joke bur without knowing rhat jokes are to be told in such and such a way.
An interesting project would be to employ Ryle’s categorics in an analysis
of what may be involved in knowing a religion {e.g. compare knowing how to
be religious with knowing that a religion involves certain beliefs and pracrices),

(7) There is a considerable literatute on subjects reporting “put-of-the-
body experiences,” in whiclt traumatized persons appear to leave their bodies
for a time, This sometimes occurs i clinical settings during a period when a
patient’s heart stops. Chapter 4 in this book cites some of the literature and
sorne of the ways these cases have been critically assessed. Compare the
credibility of reported “out-of-the-hody experiences” with what may be called
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“out of rradition experiences,” the experience someone may have in leaving
their religious tradition and either adopting an alternative religion or remain-
ing withour a religion. A useful review of the pature of ouc-of-the-body
expericnces and the ways they have been critically assessed is the entry “Out-
Q& The-Body-Expetience” in The Oxford Companion t the Mind.

{8y Critically assess Collingwood’s approach to history and philosophy.
Here is a key passage from “History as Re-enacement of Past Experience”,

Suppose, for example, he (a student of history] 1s reading the Theodosian Code,
and has before him a certain edict of an emperor. Merely reading the words and
being able to translate them does not ameunt te knowing their historical
significance. In order to do that he must envisage the situation with which the
emperot was trying ro deal, atnd he must envisage it as that emperor envisaged
it. Then he must see for himself, just as if the empetor's situation were his own,
how such 2 siruation mighs be dealt with; he 1rust sce the possible alrernatives,
and the reasons for choosing one rather chan attorher; and thus he mosr go
through the process which the emperor went through in deciding on this
particular course. Thus he is re-enacting in his own mind the experience of the
empetor; and ouly in so far a5 he does this bas he any historical knowledge, as
distinct from a merely philological knowledge, of the meaning of the edict.

Or again, suppose he is reading a passage of an ancient philosopher, Once
more, he must know the language in a philological sease and be able to
construc; bue by doing rhae he has not yer undersrood the passage as an historan
of philosophy must understand it. In order to do that, he must see what the
philosophical problem was, of which his author is here stating his solution. He
st think that peoblem out for himself, see what possible solutions of it might
be offered, and see why this particutar philosapher chiose that solution instead of
another. This means re-thinking for himself the thought of his author, and
nothing short of that will make him the hisrorian of that author’s philosophy.
{Collingwood 1946, p. 238)

Collingwood’s account of history has been criticized on a number of grounds.
It has been objected rhat his view of history only works for certain histories
(biography not economics). It has also been objecred that it is impossible to re-
create the thought-world of eatlier periods and that the explanation for some
historical events involve natural causes thar are contingent upon neither
psychology nor socicty. Assess whether such objections expose any weaknesses
in Collingwood's account of history. Do these or other objections apply against
using Collingwood's methods in the course of a philosophical examination of
religion? For an introductory critical overview of Collingwood's work sce

W, H. Walsh's Philosophy of History, chapter 3.
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{93 Does the reliance upon thought experiments in philosophical inquiry
abour religion or about other areas of philosophy require 2 fully developed
rtheory of their precise nature? It developing a theory, some of the following
questions are televanr: When one conceives of a state of affairs muse this
involve forming images? If so, where are they? Can we conceive (in the sense
thar this does not essentially involve images) of more than we can imagine {or
picture}? What is the starus of the possible ways the world might be that are
described 1n thought experiments? How can one individuate thought experi-
ments? Contrast, for example, a thought experiment in which one imagines a
very powerful being, able to do almost anything wharever, with imagining a
being that has no limits to its power. A study of the power and limitations of
thought experiments may beneht from an analysis of a particular case. Assess
Richard Swinburnc's cheistic thought experiment in The Coberence of Thetsm
(1977, p. 103). Perer van [nwagen reproduces Swinhurne's work and criticizes
it it God, Knswledge, and Myitery {1993, pp. 1921}, How mighr Swinburne’s
view be defended, if at all?

{10y  Some highly critical observers crear religious craditions on a par with
ruins, This analogy may be worthy of an essay in which one links aestherics
and intellectual histery. In the philosophy of architecture there is a consider-
able literature on ruins. Donald Crawford distinguishes the classical and
romantic account of mins as follows:

Or: the classical theory, the ruin embodies the past by presenring a fragment of
a missing whole, which we then imaginacively reconstruct. The aesthetic enjoy-
ment is said to be in the Imaginative apprehension of the past aesthetic
unity . . . On the romantic conception, the ruin stirs the perceiver’s sense of the
past and awakens associations of mystery. We are thrilled as we “plimpse the
unkuown” and as we imaginatively live for a moment in the irretrievable past
while simultanevusly aware of the power of rime to negate the present.

(Crawiord 1992, p. 604}

Assuming, if only for the sake of argument, that the grear world religions are
indeed the equivalenr of intellectual ruins, you may wish to explore the
respects in which they might sdll serve an important rale, aesthetic and
intellectual. (See Crawford's essay for further reference on ruing and the role of
time in the life of an art work.)

A different essay may be of interest that draws on architecture. One may
examnine the ways in which different religions have promored alrernative
philosophies of architecture {the form and function of buildings).
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Further Reading and Considerations

Yrom A Companion to Philosophy of Religion, the following entries are relevant to
material in this chaprer and contain valuable bibliographies: “Hinduism,”
“Buddhism,” “Confucianism and Taoism,” “African Religions,” “Judaism,”
“Christianity,” and “Islam.” Fot a general survey of world religions, see Our
Refigions edired by Arvind Sharma. For single-authored books on world reli-
gions discussed here, the following are especially useful: A Survey of Hinduism
by Kiaus Klostermaicr; The Viston of Buddbism: The Space Under the Tree by
Roger Corless; God in Search of Man: A Philosophy of Judaism by Abraham
Heschel; Jwdaism in Modern Times by Jacob Neusover, Christian Theslogy by
Alister McGrath; _fesus Through the Centuries: His Place in the History of Culture
by Jaroslav Pelikan; The Islamir Tradition by V. Danner; The Itlamic Middle Eat
by Charles Lindholm; $5¢'ite Islam by Yann Richard; and Conceptr of God in
Africa by John Mbitl. As a general resource, it is difficult to surpass the
magisterial Encyclopedia of Religion edited by Mircea Eliade (New York, 1987).
Addirional rexts on wotld treligions are suggested in other chapters.

For a defense of thought experiments, see Sorensen’s Thought Experitents.
For criticist see Wilkes' Reaf People: Personal ldentity Withous Thought Expers.
menzi. An artful, interesting use of thought experiments is developed by Spren
Kietkegaard in Philpsophical Fragments {sec especially the first chapter,
“Thoughs-Project™). | defend the legitimacy of appealing to thought experi-
ments in Consciousners and the Mind of God. The imagination and the use of
thought experiments has a checkered hisrory in philosophy aod theology. At
rimes the imagination is credited with being the root of error and at other
times 2 vital faculty wheteby we may come to know of God and the world, The
unagination may well serve cither purpose depending on irs use, For a superb
treatment of the history of the concept and use of the imagination in philoso-
phy see Bva Brann's The World of the Imagination. Richard Kearney's The Wake
of Imagination: Totward A Postmodern Culture is also recommended. An interest-
ing theological analysis of the imagination is The Analogical Imagination by
David Tracy. There is some reason to think that our cognitive development is
essentially dependent upon the use of imagination and thought experiments.
A good textbook introduction on the use of tmagination in cognitive develop-
ment is {/nderstanding Children (1990) by K. Hansen and P. D. Forsyth; see
especially chapter 6.

35





