






Religion: A Very Short Introduction



VERY SHORT INTRODUCTIONS are for anyone wanting a stimulating and accessible way into a new subject. They are written by experts, and have been translated into more than 45 different languages.

 The series began in 1995, and now covers a wide variety of topics in every discipline. The VSI library currently contains over 650 volumes—a Very Short Introduction to everything from Psychology and Philosophy of Science to American History and Relativity—and continues to grow in every subject area.
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Preface: Why religion matters


At a historical moment when globalizing forces have intensified and two competing trends are at work—religion is simultaneously bringing people together and pulling people apart—everyone who aspires to be an informed global citizen needs to understand religion. It doesn’t matter whether you find religion compelling or if your nation seems to be more and more secular. What matters is that billions around the world practice a faith—and that they act from it. Religion shapes how they enter the world and how they leave it, and how they eat, dress, marry, and raise their children. It shapes their assumptions about who they are and who they want to be. Religion also identifies insiders and outsiders, who has power and who does not. It both sanctifies injustice and combats it. It draws national borders. It affects law, economy, and government. It destroys and restores the environment. It starts wars and ends them. Whether you notice it or not, religions play a role in how billions of people conduct their lives. We are called, then, to understand this important factor in human life today.

If you are not yet convinced that religion matters, I hope you will be by the end of this book. If you already see religion’s significance, then what else do you need to know? That’s the question I asked as I planned this book. You don’t need to know everything, I decided, so my model shouldn’t be Samuel Purchas’s 1613 volume, whose subtitle promised a bit too much: Relations of the World 
and the Religions Observed in All Ages and Places Discovered, from the Creation unto this Present
. I will, however, consider some “ages and places,” start the story earlier than expected, and bring things “unto this Present.”

You also need to know what religion is and how it has functioned in human life. Since religion is not only about sacred books such as the Bible and the Qurʾān, it is important to consider the different ways religion is expressed, including how communication and transportation technologies change how religion is mediated. There is oxcart religion and jet plane religion, printing press religion and computer religion. That’s a reminder that religion has changed over time. It has a history. Some folks say it is the same in all times and places, or that there is an underlying essence of true religion in all the world’s great traditions. There are indeed some continuities among the world’s religions, but it is important to know a little about how religion emerged in the distant past and how it has changed through history, including during the major lifeway transitions as humans moved from foraging to farming to factories to fiber optics.

And, of course, we need to know something about religion today. We need to know how it is easing and exacerbating global problems and how the religious have engaged those of other faiths in both horrific and uplifting ways. Finally, we must acknowledge dystopian visions, gloomy predictions of how religion will prompt us to blow each other up, and utopian visions, or more optimistic accounts of how religion might be part of the solution to the problems we face today.
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Chapter 1



What religion is


If religion matters, then definitions of it do too. Definitions have practical implications and real-life effects. Consider, for example, law and politics. Many political constitutions include the word religion
. The First Amendment of the US Constitution states, “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion,” and its second clause protects the “free exercise” of religion. Norway’s 1814 constitution, the second oldest after the US document, also guarantees “free exercise,” but it establishes a particular faith, the Evangelical Lutheran Church, as the state religion. In pluralistic Singapore, where four in ten residents are Buddhist, the constitution says that “every person has the right to profess and practise his religion and to propagate it.” In spiritually diverse India, where Hinduism, Buddhism, Sikhism, and Jainism originated, the constitution guarantees “freedom of conscience and free profession, practice, and propagation of religion.” The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms also appeals to conscience while safeguarding the “freedom of conscience and religion.” The Japanese constitution also guarantees freedom of “religion,” and other political documents use similar language to protect freedom of “worship,” as in Brazil, or the “practice of religion,” as in Germany.

It is not always clear, however, what counts as religion, or what qualifies as religious practice. There are debates, sometimes 
passionate ones, about how to define it. I noticed the public implications of definitional squabbles when I served as an expert witness in a legal case in which I was asked to define religion for a US court. The case turned on a Florida defendant’s use of African-inspired devotional practices that go back to West African techniques for curing illness, protecting people from harm, and divining the future. As the defendant was allegedly planning a crime, he visited a female conjurer—a ritual specialist—and placed cash in a Bible on the table between them and then asked for advice. During the 1930s, the folklorist Zora Neale Hurston observed a similar ritual practiced by an African American “herb doctor,” as she called him, in rural South Carolina. I knew that and testified about the history of these practices, and suggested they could be understood, using a common definition, as religion. The prosecution—and, it turns out, the judge—did not think they qualified as religious, and so held that what the defendant said to the conjurer was not a confidential clerical communication.

I did not testify because I believed the defendant was innocent. I had no idea. I agreed because a constitutional principle was at stake, and I thought I might make a very small contribution to the public discourse about religion. I did not do much good, however, if the lawyers’ comments during a break in my testimony were any indication. Before we returned to the courtroom, I overheard the attorneys for the prosecution reflecting on what I had said:

“Can you believe this guy?” one blue suit asked the other in the hallway.

“I know. That’s religion
?” his colleague asked incredulously.

Then they noticed me and tried to recover, since they soon would be asking me more questions on the witness stand.

“Oh, well, very interesting, very interesting,” the lead attorney said.

He didn’t mean it. He thought any definition that included that ritual—and exonerated the defendant—was laughably, even tragically, wrong.

In this legal case, vernacular practices that share a great deal with long-standing Indigenous traditions in Africa, Asia, and the Americas were deemed secular because of unspoken assumptions. The attorneys and the judge seemed to presuppose that religion must have a formal institution and worship space, such as a church, synagogue, or mosque. Or maybe, ignoring the Bible on the conjurer’s table, they assumed that the practice shared nothing with the “religions of the Book”—Judaism, Islam, and Christianity—or other traditions usually included in lists of major world religions, like those from China (Daoism and Confucianism) and India (Buddhism, Jainism, and Sikhism). Actually, such lists have changed over time and varied across cultures. Some interpreters since the nineteenth century, for example, have excluded Buddhism and Confucianism—because Buddhists do not believe in a personal creator and Confucians do not form church-like institutions. Such inclusions and exclusions have relied on more foundational assumptions about what religion is. So we need to think about that broader category and the consequences of definitions—and not only in courtrooms. Lawmakers sometimes need to borrow or create a working definition to make laws, and other professionals need one to interpret those guidelines, such as school officials, prison administrators, medical professionals, and those who must accommodate diverse spiritual practices.

The challenge of defining religion

One problem professionals face is that there are many definitions of religion—so many in fact that some scholars think we should not even try to define it. Thinkers in the modern West have offered contradictory views of what religion is, and since the rise of the academic study of religion in the late nineteenth century, the definitions have multiplied. In 1901 James Leuba, an American 
psychologist of religion, suggested we should stop trying, since no one could agree. The definitions have been, he suggested, “hopelessly contradictory” and “astonishingly diverse.” To reinforce his point, he later published a list of more than four dozen definitions. That variety, Leuba suggested, showed that we cannot define religion—and should not try.

Others think we should not use the word religion
 because it is not a universal category: there is not an equivalent in every language. The term religion (shūkyō
) only entered Japanese, for example, in the nineteenth century as Western influence rose. Some who point to this problem think we should substitute another word, like culture
 or ritual
. One French scholar has suggested we take into account all comprehensive worldviews, religious and nonreligious, by talking about cosmographic formations
. That would include the Communist Manifesto
 by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, as well the Bhagavad Gītā
, a sacred text from India. Other critics complain that the term religion
 was coined in a colonial context, as Europeans subjugated peoples in Africa, Asia, and the Americas. For that reason, they suggest, it is morally tainted and descriptively slanted. And there is a final objection to definitions, especially those that emerged between the 1880s and the 1920s. Those definitions, critics point out, were linked with classification schemes that put the classifier’s religion at the top of an evolutionary ladder and ranked the classified traditions below it. Those racialized schemes had terrible social consequences: they justified the maltreatment of Indigenous and non-Western peoples.

The critics have a point, but none of the objections mean we should give up on defining religion. The definitional variety shows that the word can be defined, not that it cannot. There are plenty of terms that constitute a field of study—like art
 and literature
—that scholars disagree about. That does not mean they are disposable, and there certainly is disagreement about the alternative terms critics have proposed. As anthropologists know, 
for example, the word culture
 has been defined in countless ways. And while it is worth thinking more about a possible term for all comprehensive worldviews, cosmographic formations
 does not roll off the tongue. Further, using that category just shifts the debate to squabbles about what “comprehensive” means.

The other criticisms, grounded in moral observations about the colonial origin and social effects of the term, also do not require that we abandon efforts to define religion. Words that signal something like religion were used before the colonial period—before the British got to India, the Spanish anchored in the Americas, and the French landed in Africa. Yet it is true that colonial governors and Christian missionaries consolidated classificatory schemes that elevated themselves and demeaned others. As India specialists point out, the diverse beliefs and practices that came to be called Hinduism
 only became a single tradition when the British colonial administrators decided they had to count heads and control subjects. But we cannot toss the term. We are stuck with it. The word religion
 shapes political discourse and informs everyday speech. The disorienting variety, ambivalent history, and inequitable function of definitions only make our obligation to assess previous accounts and create better ones more challenging—and more morally urgent. Definitions matter.

Guiding metaphors and classic definitions

Definitions matter, in part, because they offer hints about theories, about what the definer thinks religion is. Definitions also tell us whether the author thinks religion is a good thing or a bad thing. Clues about these judgments can be found in the figurative language interpreters use. Nonliteral language, such as metaphor and simile, is not needed when English speakers point to an object they sit on and say “chair.” That is the word they use. But some language is analogical, based on a direct or implied comparison between one thing and another. As in the Robert Burns poem, we 
might say “my Luve is like a red, red rose,” using a simile, or perhaps convey our affection by saying “my Luve is
 a rose,” using a metaphor. And interpreters have employed a wide array of analogies to describe religion. Consider a few of those guiding metaphors and similes as a way to glimpse the dizzying diversity of definitions—and introduce a few of the most helpful ones.

We can start with the definition given by Sigmund Freud, the Viennese founder of psychoanalysis. Many of his scientific beliefs have been discredited, though his therapeutic vocabulary still shapes contemporary speech, such as when we say a person is “repressed.” Religion scholars also continue to ponder what Freud said, even if few accept all of his conclusions. Freud began his analysis of religion in 1907, with an intriguing but overlooked essay, “Obsessive Actions and Religious Practices.” There he compared religious rituals to the compulsively repeated actions of those who, for example, must turn the door handle three times before they open it.

Freud’s article offered a clue about what he would say in his 1927 volume Future of an Illusion
. There Freud defined religion as “the universal obsessional neurosis of humanity; like the obsessional neurosis of children, it arose out of the Oedipus complex, out of the relation to the father.” So his orienting metaphor was illness, and he drew on that analogy as he embedded several claims in his definition. First, Freud compares religion to a mental malady. Religion’s origin is psychological and not social, cultural, political, or economic. Second, religion is a “universal” pathology, so it appears in all places and times. Third, since religion is “like the neurosis of children,” followers are like children, and religion, like childhood, represents a lower stage of development. The implication, which Freud spelled out, is that religion will eventually be replaced by science—when humanity grows up.

Other unflattering definitions employ other orienting analogies and embed other foundational claims. For example, the 
nineteenth-century philosopher Karl Marx thought religion was a worldview that supported economic inequality by appeasing the masses, and, like a narcotic, keeps them drowsy. “It is,” he argued, “the opium of the people.”

Several theorists have used the analogy of a system
, which emphasizes that a religion includes parts that form a whole. Using that metaphor too, Freud suggested that religion was “a system of willful illusions.” Two other definitions also use this analogy. In 1912 the sociologist Émile Durkheim, who also introduced the distinction between sacred and profane realms, suggested that “a religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden—beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church, all those who adhere to them.” The anthropologist Clifford Geertz also appealed to the system metaphor in a 1966 essay. Religion, he suggested, is “(1) a cultural system of symbols which acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by (3) formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and (4) clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.”

More recent characterizations also have used the metaphor of a system or, a related term, a complex
. The sociologist Martin Riesebrodt suggested that religious practices are situated in a “web of meaning”—a metaphor Geertz used—but he also said religion is “a complex of practices that are based on the premise of the existence of superhuman powers, whether personal or impersonal, that are generally invisible.” Another sociologist, Christian Smith, agrees but adds that the devout access superhuman powers “in hopes of realizing human goods and avoiding things bad.” Another sociological definition uses system language while adding another concept (belonging) and a different analogy (a chain). Religion, for Danièle Hervieu-Léger, is “an ideological, practical, and symbolic system through which 
consciousness, both individual and collective, of belonging to a particular chain of belief is constituted, maintained, developed, and controlled.” One advantage of the definition, she shows, is that it can provide language for describing how religion’s “chain” of memory has been broken for many in secular western Europe.

Some theorists do not use system-talk but pick up on Durkheim’s distinction between sacred and profane space, or “things set apart.” They see religions as worlds of meaning that arise from encounters with “the Infinite” (Max Müller), “the Holy” (Rudolf Otto), or “the sacred” (Mircea Eliade). Each of these definitions relies on an understanding of humans’ capacity for transformative experience. In a similar way, many interpreters have defined religion by emphasizing one or another psychic capacity—believing, feeling, or willing. In other words, there are intellectualist, affective, and volitional definitions. Religion is belief for many scholars, as in the anthropologist E. B. Tylor’s 1871 definition: religion is “the belief in spiritual beings.” But definers cannot agree about what adherents believe. Some say they believe in God, but others, like Durkheim, point to Buddhism’s rejection of a personal creator god and try to broaden the concept.

Contemporary scholars influenced by neuroscience and cognitive psychology say religion is cognition; more specifically, they think about “counterintuitive supernatural agents,” as the anthropologist Pascal Boyer proposed. Volitional definitions, which emphasize moral action or ritual action, have been less influential, but there have been a number of affective definitions that associate religion with feeling. For example, the theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher suggested that religion is the feeling of “absolute dependence.” Some of the most hostile definitions have posited that religion originates in what the philosopher David Hume called “hopes and fears.” Religion, Hume said, is “an anxious concern for happiness.” In one of the most influential—and broadest—definitions, Paul Tillich said that religion is one’s “ultimate concern,” or whatever a person cares about most deeply. 
That allowed him to include Nazism, which the German theologian had experienced before he fled to the United States in 1933. By extension, we might use that definition to say that Chinese Maoism, with its “Little Red Book” and veneration of Mao Zedong, was a religion too.

Some classic definitions combine several capacities, as Durkheim did by suggesting religion was about “beliefs and
 practices.” The American psychologist and philosopher William James said in 1901 that he took religion to mean “the feelings, acts, and experiences of individual men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider divine.” That last phrase—“whatever they may consider divine”—made the category elastic, and the first phrase—about individuals and solitude—pointed to an important distinction. Some, like James, focus on the individual, while others, like Durkheim, see religion as arising from or equivalent to society. Religion is, he said, “an eminently collective thing.” And many insist you cannot have religion without an institution, a social organization, as is the case with the anthropologist Melford Spiro’s 1966 definition of religion “as an institution consisting of culturally patterned interaction with culturally postulated superhuman beings.”

Religion has been defined in diverse ways. But how should
 we define it? Or, to ask a more useful question, what should an adequate definition do? My experience studying religion—and pondering its presence in public life—has led me to think that a good definition should do a few things. A definition should describe both content and function. In other words, it should say what religion is and what it does. Those interpretations that consider only content—like E. B. Tylor’s “belief in spiritual beings”—fail to say how it affects individuals, shapes societies, and transforms environments. On the other hand, definitions that discuss only function cannot distinguish the religious from the nonreligious. To return to the functionalist definitions by Marx 
and Freud, it is difficult to decide whether a particular cultural practice is an “opiate” of the people or “a system of willful delusions.” Could fiction function that way—leave us too dazed or deceived to see things as they are? How about television, film, sports, new media, or virtual reality? If so, how would we know what is distinctive about religion?

A definition must distinguish religion from nonreligion—as well as from related terms in popular discourse. Some observers of that courtroom scene, for example, might defend the conjurer consultation as spirituality
, while some might ridicule it as magic
. A useful description would help us decide whether it qualifies as religion, or whether another label might be better.

A definition should not settle the debate about religion’s value in advance, before we start talking. It should not presume that religion is good or bad. We cannot describe it—as religion’s debunkers do—only as psychological dysfunction or economic disempowerment. At the same time, we cannot define religion uncritically, as if it has been only positive. Further, those who think that only one religion is legitimate sometimes redefine the terms in an unhelpful way. They distinguish religions
, understood as false human creations, from the one true faith
 revealed by God. The problem is that more than one group thinks it has the revealed truth, and that strategy, like the Freudian and Marxist approaches, closes off conversation before it begins.

A useful definition will attend to insider perspectives, which reflect how religion is experienced by adherents, and outsider perspectives, which reflect how religion is interpreted by nonadherents, including scholars. This is useful because specialists in the arts, humanities, and sciences can help us see how devotion relates to nonreligious processes, from neurons firing to nations fighting.

Finally, an effective definition is inclusive. It should neither minimize the complexity of religious life nor exclude the practices of some devotees. That means avoiding definitions that presuppose a single tradition (Christianity), one capacity (belief), a lone focus (the individual), one medium (texts), or a narrow segment of the global population (elite male Westerners).

To put it differently, we should avoid simplistic binaries that insist religion is either this or that. We need a both/and
 definition. An account that can interpret religion as it is practiced should acknowledge that devotion is about the individual and the community, body and mind, the home as well as the homeland. It should invite us to attend to women as well as men, the poor and the rich, those in the pews and in the pulpit, and those on the move as well as those who stay put. In a similar way, religion is about spatial orientation, as some definers say, but it also orients devotees in time. The religious use literal language to express their beliefs about the nature of things, but they also use nonliteral language like symbols, metaphors, and stories. The religious employ objects too, from prayer rugs to meditation cushions, and perform rituals, from baptisms to burials. Religion is transmitted by institutions (like Christian churches and Buddhist monasteries), as social scientists note, but it also is mediated by technologies (like jet planes and computers). And, yes, religion is about anxiety, including worrying about death. But to understand religion’s complexity is to notice that it is about birth and natality as well as death and mortality. It’s about the first cry of the infant and the last gasp of the dying. It’s about seeking joy as well as confronting suffering. It’s about wonder as well as worry.

Toward a definition

That shorthand—religion as worry and wonder—is not a bad place to start thinking about what religion is and how it functions. I have spent years tracing the global circulation of Buddhist texts, artifacts, and practices in the modern world, as well as studying 
Cuban transnational migrants at a Miami Catholic shrine, where exiles use rituals, artifacts, and stories to move back and forth between the homeland and the new land. In both cases, religion is on the move. It is a process, not a thing. And religion-in-motion mixes with other traditions and with nonreligious forces. So when it came to offering a definition that made sense of the migrants’ devotion but also might interpret practices in other times and places, I suggested that “religions are confluences of organic-cultural flows that intensify joy and confront suffering by drawing on human and suprahuman forces to make homes and cross boundaries.” This dense definition needs some explaining, however. If I had said that in my courtroom testimony, the attorneys might have laughed even harder. Can’t you just hear the one saying to the other, “It’s about what? Confluences?” We could just stick with worry and wonder, I guess, but let me explain the guiding metaphors, identify the key commitments, and clarify the words and phrases.

This definition uses an uncommon term, confluences
, which implies an aquatic metaphor, and a more familiar word, crossing
, which alludes to a spatial analogy. Both make a similar point. Most definitions presume stasis and isolation, but religion, as it is practiced and as it unfolds, entails moving and mixing. Religion is a dynamic process and not an unchanging thing. It is not an object in a box.

To illustrate the wrong
 way to think about religion, consider the wooden cabinet I noticed in the Multi-Faith Prayer Room in London’s Heathrow Airport. It had six cubes, each with a label showing that it was reserved for a different religious tradition: “Christian Faith,” “Muslim Faith,” “Buddhist Faith,” and so on. Boston’s Logan International Airport opened the world’s first airport chapel in 1951, and these worship spaces are now commonplace. But that is not why it is important for our purposes. As with this cabinet and its cubes, some interpreters have imagined the world as containing a fixed number of static 
and self-contained religions. Each tradition has its own space in our mental cabinet, as is the case with those compartments for Christian, Buddhist, and Muslim things. But this container metaphor renders religions immobile and unchanging. To understand global religions today, we need a different orienting metaphor, one that allows us to attend to what happens as things mix and people cross. So the first step in defining global religion is to jettison the container model. That is why I use spatial images—religion is about crossing
 and dwelling
—as well as aquatic metaphors—religions are “confluences of organic-cultural flows.”
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1. The Multi-Faith Prayer Room at London’s Heathrow Airport has a cabinet in which each space is reserved for the ritual objects or sacred books of a different religious tradition. The labels say, for example, “Islamic Faith” and “Christian Faith.”





As odd as talk of “confluences” might be at first, it helps in two ways. First, it offers a more resonant image for thinking about what a religion is and how it changes. Some adherents think of a religion as having a core that does not really change, as if it were a 
mango with a leathery outer skin and inner pit covering a single seed. That misses something crucial about actual religious traditions: they are constantly changing and being changed. An aquatic metaphor is better because it puts religion in motion. It can help to think of religions as rivers or, better, “confluences of flows.” So a particular religion, say Christianity, can be imagined as a surface where multiple streams converge to produce a wide river with tributaries entering and leaving. We might think of the early Christian communities, which spread the faith and produced the New Testament, as an aquifer feeding that riverine system in which, over the centuries, converging spiritual currents generated multiple ways of being Christian—Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox. Each of those spiritual streams also has had intersecting creeks. There are hundreds, even thousands, of Protestant denominations, for example—like the Methodists and the Baptists. So the picture gets complicated. But, for me, that’s good. Religion is
 complicated. I realize, though, that this aquatic metaphor might irk some who think their raft is the only vessel on the only stream. I am sorry about that, but, as I look out, I see lots of rafts and streams. Whatever its shortcomings as an analogy, talking about confluences captures the multiplicity of traditions and the dynamism of religion.

The talk of “confluences” helps in a second way. It provides terminology for thinking about how religions interact. It places interreligious exchange at the center of the picture. That helps, since all the religions I know have been formed in contact with other traditions and with the diverse forces that shape everyday life. That is why I say religions are “confluences of organic-cultural
 flows.” Religion is both biological and cultural. It involves human bodies and natural ecologies as well as the cultural practices that dictate how devotees should adorn bodies and modify landscapes. In that sense this phrase meets one of the criteria for a useful definition—it invites outsider as well as insider perspectives by viewing religion in a way that welcomes insights 
from the natural and social sciences as well as the arts and humanities.

But there is still more to say to unpack this definition and note how it meets the other proposed criteria. This definition distinguishes religion from nonreligion, while still leaving room to talk about practices that have some but not all the features of religion. A practice, group, or artifact is religious if it appeals to “human and suprahuman forces,” and, my fuller theory suggests, if it imagines a final crossing, “an ultimate horizon of human life,” and a path to get there, whether the path is imagined as sudden or gradual and whether the end is understood as a place to go, like heaven, or a state of being, like enlightenment. By these standards, twelve-step recovery programs like Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) might count as religious, even if they say they are not, since they appeal to a supernatural force (a “higher power”), imagine a goal (sobriety), and propose a path (the twelve steps). But is that goal, sobriety, “an ultimate
 horizon”? I’m not sure. If you struggle with addiction, getting sober might seem most important. But I’m inclined to say that sobriety is probably not an ultimate aim. So maybe AA is quasi-religious
, which means it has some but not all the features of religion.

Other labels also have to be ruled out. Some interpreters have dismissed practices as “superstition” or “magic.” We need not take these terms too seriously, however, since they function mostly to denigrate. Opponents might classify consulting a conjurer as superstitious, even though they would insist that seeking counsel from a minister is religious. I don’t see much difference. Magic
, which means the manipulation of natural powers for personal ends, is also a divisive term. Historically, it has been employed by those who wanted to condemn Catholic ritual life, its “smells and bells,” or the “strange” rituals of Indigenous Peoples in, say, Africa. In the history of the West, the term magic
 has been a weapon wielded in an interreligious battle. It is not a respectful label for sorting differences.

Another alternative, spirituality
, deserves more serious attention. In an age when attending worship services has declined in western Europe and North America, the term religion
 has become more contested. A majority of adults in Portugal still describe themselves as religious, for example, but about half of those in the United Kingdom say they are neither religious nor spiritual. Most important for our purposes, about one in ten Europeans says they are “spiritual but not religious,” and somewhat similar patterns hold in the United States and Australia. So what are these respondents saying? Most who identify as “spiritual but not religious” distrust religious institutions and their official creeds. But, curiously, they often say they believe in superhuman beings or powers, one feature of religion, and imply that they imagine an ultimate horizon of human life, another defining feature. So we could say their worldview is quasi-religious. Yet to honor their concern to distance themselves from all institutionalized traditions, it might be better to say that spirituality
 is not religion
. However you label the institutionally unaffiliated (and those AA members), listing some defining features—the appeal to superhuman forces and the positing of an ultimate horizon—can advance the conversation about what counts as religion and what does not. Interpreters can at least give reasons
 for their judgment, one way or the other.

This inclusive definition, and the theory that extends it, also preserves religion’s complexity. By acknowledging that the forces and beings devotees draw on are human or suprahuman, it accommodates Indigenous traditions that emphasize rituals to appease spirits, traditions like Buddhism that don’t affirm a creator, and other traditions, like Daoism and Neo-Confucianism, that point to an indwelling principle (chi
) or an impersonal force (dao
). Think, for example, of Star Wars
, which suggested “the Force” can be tapped into and used for good, as with Luke Skywalker, or for ill, as with Darth Vader.

The phrase “make homes and cross boundaries” also enlarges the religious realm. It includes those on the move: voluntary itinerants like travelers and forced migrants like slaves. At the same time, it leaves room to talk about the dynamism of religious practice, as in journeys to sacred sites. By focusing on “making homes,” this account also allows us to include ordinary people, including women, who are marginalized by definitions that emphasize public institutions like the synagogue or the church, since men usually have had more power in those spaces. But almost everyone has a home, and (enlarging the scale) almost everyone has a homeland. So this account, which attends to both domestic spaces and communal boundaries, includes most devotees.

This definition is inclusive in other ways. Those who identify as religious might agree that they appeal to “suprahuman” beings or forces, even if they might not use that word. Many adherents also might say they turn to religion to “intensify joy and confront suffering.” But does that phrase present too rosy a picture of how religion functions? Maybe. Many of religion’s definers have minimized the search for joy and overlooked the experience of wonder. So let’s keep that phrase about intensifying joy. But does “confront suffering” say all we want to say about how religion functions? It suggests that religion provides explanations for natural evil, like earthquakes, and techniques for dealing with moral evil, or suffering caused by humans. Zoroastrianism, the ancient religion of Iran and Central Asia, explains the source of evil: it teaches that there are two primordial entities, Ahura Mazdā
, the benevolent force for order whom followers worship, and Angra Mainyu
, the malevolent force for disorder whom they resist.

Positing a dualistic theology is one way of “confronting suffering.” Yet, for some, this phrase in the definition still misses something important. When I have lectured in western Europe, young women and men who do not affiliate with a religion have 
questioned it. It is not that they don’t think there is suffering. They see plenty. Their problem is that they think that religion has caused
 some of it. That, I think, is a very good point, and a helpful corrective. So let’s say that clearly: whether it means leaders covering up sexual abuse, justifying racial injustice, or sanctioning gender inequality, sometimes religion causes
 the suffering devotees confront and the evil they must explain.



Chapter 2



What religion does


Some phrases in the definition I proposed specify how religion functions for the individual and for society. For example, as the devout “confront suffering” they find explanations for why things go wrong, and they “make homes” by using spiritual tools to transform the local ecology and construct symbolic worlds. But there is much more to say about what religion does. It also forms social bonds, creates collective identity, and provides spatial orientation. Religion gives private meaning but also wields public power. As adherents have appealed to religion’s symbolic resources to assert power, they have both supported injustice and challenged it.

Cohesion, identity, and orientation

Religion creates social bonds. It’s sticky. Adherent
, the term for a follower, comes from a Latin verb (adhaerēre
) that means “to stick together.” So an adherent, the Oxford English Dictionary
 suggests, is a steadfast supporter who is bound by something, like a vow, or attached to something, like a cause. Spiritual attachments, I suggest, are of two kinds, and we can borrow terms from physics to distinguish them. Physicists use the word cohesion
 to refer to the force that holds like substances together; adhesion
 is the force that binds unlike substances. In a similar way, religion can be cohesive
, creating in-group attachments among adherents, and, at 
its best, it also can be adhesive
, creating bonds with those outside the group. Those bonds can be weaker or stronger, however, and problems can arise when a religious group is too sticky or not sticky enough. If a religious community lacks cohesion, it will lose members. But other problems—from isolation to aggression—arise when a religious community is too cohesive, when it is so tightly bound there is no space for adhesive forces to form ties with the wider culture and members of other communities. When inward-looking groups face outward with fear or fury, they can become, to coin a term, dehisive
, a bond-breaking social force. The history of religion provides myriad examples of volatile religious movements that overemphasized in-group solidarity and escalated tensions with outsiders.

Religion also creates identity and provides orientation by situating the devotee in the body, the home, the homeland, and the cosmos. The religious set themselves apart by how they adorn their bodies. For instance, the Sikh followers of Gurū Nānak, the first of that Indian tradition’s ten gurus, affirm guidelines imposed by the final guru. The identity-defining bodily practices that distinguished them from Hindus, Buddhists, and Jains are called the “Five Ks” because each begins with that letter in the Punjabi language: the devotee has uncut hair (kesha
) and carries or wears a comb (kangha
), steel bracelet (kara
), sword (kirpan
), and long underwear (kaccha
).

Religion also situates devotees in the home and beyond the threshold of domestic space. It says you are from this family and this homeland, and that you have a special relationship with these gods, ancestors, or spirits. Religion maps social space and distinguishes us
 and them
. It says the folks over the mountain have less powerful gods and less efficacious rituals. But even in one place, a religious worldview suggests, not everyone has the same status. Religion maps the social distance between community members. The ancient tradition of determining an individual’s duty (dharma
) according to stage in the life cycle and location in the caste system is detailed in Hindu texts like the Laws of Manu
 (Mānavadharmaśāstra
), but 
that is only a well-known example of the social differentiation that happens in all religions. The process of identity-formation, of coming to understand your role in society and your place in the universe, starts early—Muslims whisper “God is Great” in the ears of newborns—and it continues through adulthood, as young Muslims learn that their most sacred site, the Kaʿba (or Kaaba), is in Mecca, where they face as they pray. In that sense, religion is watch and compass. It orients followers in time and space, mapping the near and the far and imagining an ancient past and an expected future.

Religion, in other words, is about moving across space and finding your place. Religious crossings can traverse water or land and can include foreign missions, holy wars, and pilgrimages as well as migration; but the religious also mark and cross stages in the life cycle and the threshold between this world and the next. The religious imagine something after death, a final crossing. Individuals and communities use what we can call figurative tools
—analogical language like metaphors, symbolic actions like burials, and special buildings like temples—to transform the local ecology and construct an imagined world. In this sense, religion is homemaking. It is about making a dwelling place or, to borrow a term from the evolutionary biologists, constructing a niche. Humans’ ecological-cultural niches are more complex than those of other animals—think of beaver dams—and religion’s figurative tools have done some of that work of clearing the ground and making a world. Humans’ cultural niches also can be transported. Migrants have carried niches and recreated new ones by combining the cultural materials they brought from afar with those they found nearby. In fact, much of global religious history has involved transoceanic and transcontinental migrants doing just that.

Yet niches also can be stressed, or even “cracked,” to again use the biologists’ language, and religion has both eased and exacerbated crises of sustainability. Problems have arisen not only when climatic conditions changed or residents depleted food sources. The term sustainability
, as I am using it, has a broader meaning. 
Most simply, a habitat is sustainable when the interplay between the community, the way of life, and the environment allows residents to meet “the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” And those “needs”—or conditions for flourishing—are cultural as well as ecological. For a habitat to be fully sustainable, I suggest, it must provide renewable resources, meaning and purpose, safety and health, equity and productivity, and as much individual freedom and political participation as the common good permits.

So culture—and religion in particular—plays a crucial role. How a local group or larger society deals with resources—and imagines economic, social, and political life—depends, in part, on how devotees use stories, artifacts, and rituals to understand themselves, their homeland, and their place in the wider universe. In turn, habitats can become stressed if one or two needs are not met, and unsustainable if multiple challenges converge—such as when resources diminish, disease devastates, injustice pervades, violence mounts, and religious worldviews no longer provide individual meaning and collective purpose. This broader notion of sustainability—and the talk of making and breaking niches—provides language for analyzing how the religious have experienced the big lifeway transitions, including the crisis moments when habitats have become less stable.

Meaning and power

Any account of what religion does must note that it also provides personal meaning and wields social power. Religions offer an account of the way the world is and the way it should be. They provide meaning by generating, in Geertz’s language, “conceptions of a general order of existence.” These conceptions are transmitted through story, reinforced in ritual, anchored in artifacts, and lived out in moral action. When the worldview is internalized by adherents, the “conception” provides a lens for seeing the world. These lenses provide glimpses of different worlds, sometimes very 
different worlds. That might be obvious if we think about the variety of views of, for example, the afterlife, but these worldviews also shape perception in less obvious and more mundane ways, including how a devotee might see a feature of the natural world such as a mountain or an ocean.

Many religions have something to say about oceans. They play a role, for example, in cosmogonic myths or creation stories. In some Indigenous myths from Polynesia and North America, land is assembled on the primordial ocean as a god, animal, or human dives down to bring up earth from the bottom of the sea. The ocean also makes an appearance in the first eleven chapters in Genesis—the first of two biblical creation stories: “in the beginning … the spirit of God was moving over the face of the waters.” In a Hindu story a god created the waters and then laid his seed there. It became an egg, and from that primordial amniotic fluid the god Brahmā emerged. Similarly, the creation narrative in the Popul Vuh
, which was composed by the Maya-K’iche’ people of highland Guatemala in the sixteenth century and transcribed by a Catholic missionary in 1701–2, suggests that in the beginning was a void, with only the sky and the sea. Then gods from each realm went on to bring forth the world. Whatever adherents from these traditions might say as they gazed at an ocean, there would be differences—talk of one god and many gods, of earth-divers and cosmic eggs. These stories generate different worlds.

Oceanic metaphors were also employed by two influential religious thinkers from the thirteenth century who had very different worldviews: Dōgen, a Zen Buddhist monk in Japan, and Thomas Aquinas, a Dominican friar in Italy. They both turned to ocean analogies to describe what seemed difficult to express. In his Summa theologiae
, Thomas suggested that God, “He Who Is,” is not a being among other beings but “the infinite ocean of being.” In that Christian world, the breaking waves become a chant of praise to the beauty of God’s creation. Dōgen saw a different 
ocean. In his Shōbōgenzō
 (Treasury of the True Dharma Eye), he used the ocean metaphor to talk about the mind of the meditator and not the creator of the world. He seemed more inclined to cultivate detachment than express gratitude. He described an “oceanic” samādhi
, a state of concentration in which the difference between the self and the other is transcended in an experience of oneness. Dōgen also referred to ocean waves in another text, noting that each drop of water splashing up from a crashing wave contains a reflection of the moon. The ocean, for him, prompted thoughts of impermanence—that everything is in flux, just as the meditator’s distracted mind comes in and goes out like waves. And he thought of the Buddhist doctrine of interdependence—that everything is interconnected, though not as the effect of a First Cause, God, but as co-creator in a chain of causes. Aquinas thought that causal chain came to end at the “Unmoved Mover,” and that the value of the ocean, and everything else, arises from its source, since “nothing is good and desirable except for as much as it participates in the likeness to God.”

But what if a Christian wave watcher no longer believed in God’s creative power, or a Buddhist beachgoer no longer found meaning in that interdependent world? Sometimes religion fails to serve its meaning-making function at moments of catastrophic disruption or cultural change. For example, many elite and middle-class Christian adherents were shaken by a Victorian spiritual crisis as intellectual challenges converged. Between 1840 and 1900 some lost faith in the face of Darwinian biology and the new geology, which challenged biblical claims about the origin and age of the universe; the new historical and literary study of the Bible, called Higher Criticism, which challenged the claim that scripture was divinely inspired; and the new comparative study of religions, which challenged the uniqueness and superiority of Christianity. Those doubters now looked out on a different ocean, as does the narrator in Matthew Arnold’s poem “Dover Beach,” who once found comfort as waves in “the sea of faith” drew near, but who now hears only “its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar.”

Like Arnold’s wave watcher, many Victorian doubters were sad, even tormented. And some struggled to retain their cradle faith by creatively reimaging traditional teachings. For example, that first creation story in the Book of Genesis says God made the world in seven days, but some theologians, thinkers who speak for the tradition, reinterpreted scripture more figuratively. It does not refer to seven twenty-four-hour periods but a series of evolutionary eras. Evolution, some Christians started to say around 1900, was God’s way of doing things. In the twentieth century, religion’s meaning-making function again came under fire, during the world wars, atom bombs, and the Holocaust, the Nazi-sponsored destruction of six million Jews in extermination camps during World War II. Some Jews, including the Auschwitz survivor Elie Wiesel, rebelled against the biblical God who was supposed to safeguard his chosen people. In his memoir Night
, Wiesel recounted the protest that rose up in him as he watched children go to the camp’s crematory, where their bodies were “turned into wreaths of smoke beneath a silent blue sky.” Those moments, he said, “murdered my God and my soul.”

But the Holocaust was a state-sponsored catastrophe in a predominantly Christian country, and Adolf Hitler’s Mein Kampf
 had appealed to Christian themes to justify removal of the Jews. This reminds us that religion does not just provide personal meaning—or fail to do so. Religions, which claim ultimate authority, exert social power that can work for good or ill. Religion has functioned as a conserving force, defending unjust conditions, and as a transforming force, prompting social change. To illustrate, we could choose many examples, including the ways that the Church of England sanctioned slavery on the brutal sugar plantations in colonial Barbados and Protestant ministers in the United States defended slavery in the Cotton South during the nineteenth century. There are examples from Asia and Africa too, but the rise and fall of apartheid in South Africa offers an especially illuminating case study, since religion both supported the system of racial injustice and helped to bring it down
.

A case study

In some ways the South Africa story starts in 1652 with the arrival of Dutch Calvinists, the first European settlers. Their descendants would be in power when the system of racial segregation called apartheid solidified, and when it crumbled during the second half of the twentieth century. But maybe a better place to start is 1893, when a London-trained Indian lawyer was kicked off a train for being a “coloured” in the first-class section. That lawyer, Mohandas K. Gandhi, had arrived to work among the South Asian merchants in Durban, and he faced a crossroads. As he remembered it in his autobiography, a question arose: “Should I fight for my rights or go back to India?” As you have already guessed, he stayed—and sent off a telegram to the head of the railroad the next day. Then Gandhi organized petitions, founded organizations, established newspapers, and, by 1906, launched his first “satyāgraha
 campaign.” It was directed against an Asiatic Ordinance Bill requiring Asians in South Africa to register with the government so they could be grouped by color and culture.

Gandhi coined the term satyāgraha
, which means “truth-force,” to name the approach he initially had described as “passive resistance.” He found better language in the work of Henry David Thoreau, an American who had been influenced by the US antislavery movement, as well as India’s sacred texts. Gandhi was introduced to Thoreau’s writings in London by a British reformer, and then, while working in South Africa in 1906, Gandhi read Walden
, where Thoreau cited Hindu texts and said he sensed that “the pure Walden water is mingled with the sacred water of the Ganges.”

Gandhi also appropriated ideas from the work of the Russian writer Leo Tolstoy, who had also read Thoreau. Tolstoy’s The Kingdom of God Is Within You
 praised Christian pacifists and abolitionists and advocated “Christ’s law of non-resistance.” That meant refusing to participate in government-sponsored violence. 
As much as Gandhi admired the Russian writer—and he named a South African community after him—he said later that “I took the name of my movement from Thoreau’s essay” on “Resistance to Civil Government.” That piece, which was retitled “Civil Disobedience” in later printings, also provided confirmation of the protest tactics Gandhi was trying in South Africa. Thoreau had penned that 1849 essay to explain his refusal to pay a tax: it was because the fees would fund the US government’s immoral action to support African slavery, native displacement, and war with Mexico. And the citizen has a right, even a duty, to resist when conscience demands it, Thoreau argued. Gandhi agreed and employed peaceful forms of resistance, like marches, petitions, and boycotts.
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2. Images of an aging Mohandas Gandhi in traditional Indian dress are more familiar, but this photograph, taken when he was a lawyer in Johannesburg in 1906, shows his appearance when he was beginning his public activism in South Africa. On his left lapel Gandhi wears the badge of the London Vegetarian Society.





Gandhi, who was raised as a Hindu but revered the Sermon on the Mount, might not have realized how much Thoreau’s thinking had been influenced by Hindu texts. Thoreau had read in the Laws of Manu
 that nonviolence (ahiṃsā
) is a central moral duty, and the New Englander praised the Bhagavad Gītā
, which explored whether a warrior should kill others in war. Thoreau acknowledged those spiritual debts in a book he completed the same week he finished his essay on “Resistance.” A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers
 extended the principle of nonviolence to nonhumans. Thoreau asked about the effects of an upstream industrial dam on marine life: “Who hears the fishes when they cry?” Gandhi, a lifelong vegetarian, would have appreciated Thoreau’s question. And the strategy for social change that Gandhi cooked up by combining a dash of different spiritual influences—and sifting them through his robust conscience—achieved a method of nonviolent resistance that helped win a partial lifting of the restrictions on Asians in 1914. The global flows continued after Gandhi turned his attention to the independence movement in his native India. For instance, even though a few critics say that during his campaign for the rights of Asians in South Africa he was “insufficiently anti-racist or anti-imperialist,” African American church leaders reached out to 
Gandhi between the 1920s and 1940s and later implemented nonviolent resistance in their mid-century civil rights movement, including during the Montgomery bus boycott.

Nonviolent resistance—and Christian social activism—also would play a role in the challenge to South African apartheid in the last decades of the twentieth century. The separation of the population along lines of color and culture was already in place in 1910, when the Union of South Africa formed, but the first explicit use of apartheid, a term meaning “apartness” in the Afrikaans language, was in 1948. The slogan “Keep South Africa White” helped the National Party win the whites-only election that year, and that white nationalist government, which was supported by Dutch Calvinist churches, passed a series of racist laws that segregated housing and education and banned interracial contact and marriage. It culminated in the forming of the Republic of South Africa in 1961, and the constitution of the new Christian state acknowledged “the sovereignty and guidance of Almighty God.” Its preamble declared that God who “controls the destinies of nations and the history of peoples,” had “gathered our forebears,” and was guiding them to issue a “constitution best suited to the traditions and history of our land.” In other words, God was on the side of the white Protestant minority. Religion was a conserving force that pulled people apart. It supported that inequitable policy.

In the decades ahead, however, black and white Christians denounced that official theology, and religion also became a transforming force that brought people together. The government used repressive tactics, imprisoning dissenters like the African National Congress leader Nelson Mandela and brutalizing protesters in the black township of Soweto in 1976, when hundreds died and thousands were arrested. The international community was slow to aid the black population, which was mostly Christian, but by the 1980s global and national church groups as well as the United Nations and multinational corporations implemented sanctions against South Africa. But 
there had been voices of protest in the churches and nonviolent resisters in the streets for decades. Some black ministers in the Dutch Reformed Church challenged the racial system, and so did Bishop Desmond Tutu, the Anglican advocate of nonviolent protest who was appointed leader of the South African Council of Churches in 1978 and awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1984.

The following year more than 150 unnamed theologians endorsed the “Kairos Document,” a condemnation of apartheid. To protect those theologians, their names were not released, but we know that both black leaders, like the Reverend Frank Chikane, pastor of a pentecostal congregation emphasizing the power of the Holy Spirit, and white leaders, like Albert Nolan OP, a Catholic theologian who was a member of the same religious order as Aquinas, endorsed the long theological statement. The Kairos Document suggested God was issuing a “challenge to decisive action.” It noted that there were Christians on both sides of the conflict, and identified three theologies being expressed. The “state theology” was misusing theological concepts and biblical texts as it “blesses injustice.” The “church theology” was too passive, as it focused on “individual conversions” and failed to have the courage to effect real change. But the “prophetic theology,” which the document endorsed, called for a liberation theology focused on decisive action, including civil disobedience: “A church that takes its responsibilities seriously in these circumstances will sometimes have to confront and to disobey the State in order to obey God.”

Thanks to this impassioned theological criticism, as well as the use of the peaceful protest practices Gandhi had refined, South Africa’s racist policies were abolished in the early 1990s. In 1993 Mandela, finally released from prison, and F. W. de Klerk, the South African president, jointly won the Nobel Peace Prize. The next year the country’s black majority was able to vote for the first time, and Mandela was elected president. Two years later Tutu would chair the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, charged 
with investigating abuses under apartheid and seeking paths toward reconciliation. Locals say there is still much to do in South Africa, of course, but the changes between 1948 and 2004 offer hints about how religion can function both to preserve and oppose injustice.

The anti-apartheid movement communicated its message in varied ways. Everyday dissenters wore T-shirts with slogans, while elites released theological treatises. Gandhi had sent a telegram to protest his treatment on the train in 1893, but by the end of the struggle Bishop Tutu was doing interviews on television. That reminds us that we cannot just talk about what religion is and how it functions. It is also important to notice that religion is expressed in multiple ways. Religion engages all the senses, employs diverse cultural forms, and is mediated by varied technologies.



Chapter 3



How religion is expressed


Some adherents suggest religion is grounded in direct, unmediated experience. Spiritual writers who have spilled a lot of ink telling us they had an ecstatic experience they cannot describe have turned to oceanic metaphors—as with Dōgen—to recall their feeling of becoming one with everything, as a drop merges into an ocean. Or, like Teresa of Ávila, they use the analogy of sexual intimacy to suggest those experiences were encounters with a beloved. Her description came to life in Gian Lorenzo Bernini’s sculpture of Teresa’s “ecstasy” as her heart is pierced by a flaming spear that left her “completely afire with great love for God.” Her head thrown back, that sixteenth-century Spanish mystic seems to be in a moment of erotic rapture.

These Christian and Buddhist writers describe transformative experiences, but ecstatic experiences are always mediated by bodies and cultures. They are generated by sensory impressions and framed by learned language, for example. So, on the one hand, religion begins and ends with bodies. The impulse to worry and wonder arises in a body where neural circuits transmit messages and the limbic system directs sensory input. Yet devotees also use cultural practices and communication technologies endorsed by the social institutions that formed them. And if we overlook these mediating processes and expressive modes, we can’t understand how religion takes hold: how it can 
inspire the imagination, prod the conscience, and stir the emotions. So let’s think first about bodies and the senses, and then consider cultures and the eight modes of religious expression.
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3. Gian Lorenzo Bernini’s statue called The Ecstasy of St. Teresa
 (1647–52) is in a chapel within Santa Maria della Vittoria, a church in Rome, Italy. The artist portrays Teresa’s moment of “ecstasy,” her passionate encounter with God.





Bodies

To say that bodies mediate religion is not to split mind and body or to isolate nature from culture. Religions are confluences
 of organic-cultural flows. Things converge. But bodies do not get their due, so let’s start there.

Bodies constrain but do not determine religious experience. It matters that humans have two eyes facing forward and a cerebral cortex with billions of neurons for higher-order thinking. Consider, for example, how embodied processes affect thinking and feeling.

The brain shapes cognition, including thinking about time and space. Most important, it regulates religion’s function as watch and compass. Cultural practices inform spatial orientation, but it always begins with biologically constrained bodies. The perception of space emerges from embodied persons interacting with sensorial environments encountered through sound, smell, taste, touch, and sight. And there are two kinds of spatial cognition. They are associated with distinct regions of the brain and, in turn, correspond to two forms of mapping: autocentric
 (self-centered) and allocentric
 (object-oriented). Autocentric thinking involves the parietal neocortex, draws on cognitive processes involved in action and attention, and orients humans in the immediate environment. Space is framed in terms of the embodied subject—the head-feet axis, the front-back axis, and the left-right axis. A kneeling devotee at a shrine, for example, might say that the image of the saint is above
. In contrast, allocentric or object-centered cognition involves the hippocampus and adjacent cortical structures and concerns great distances and long-term spatial memory. It helps humans navigate space beyond the body. 
That space is represented in terms of fixed, not relative, points—for example, north and south or, in religious worlds, Jerusalem and Mecca. And there can be no religion without the imagining of distant spaces, not only sacred centers but also the ultimate horizon of human life, however that is understood.

Spatial navigation and memory processes are linked. The hippocampus, the seahorse-shaped area beneath the cortex, plays a role in both spatial sensing and episodic memory. Long-term memories are indexed by the location of the event, whether the devotee was walking in a religious procession or kneeling at home to pray. Even if the landmarks are taken away, such as when migrants leave familiar sacred spaces, the mental and emotional associations remain. The feel for the event’s space and time isn’t lost when the site is distant. So we need to notice hippocampal neurons firing to understand, for example, the hold of the homeland and the persistence of the past. Religion is irrevocably transtemporal
, propelling devotees back and forth in time, as well as translocative
, moving them back and forth in space. We might lose sight of this unless we attend to embodied processes involved in temporal and spatial cognition.

But religion is about feeling too, and emotion is shaped by how brains work as well as how cultures signify. Interpreters debate whether emotions are universal, occurring everywhere, or culturally specific. One intriguing argument for the commonalty of emotional responses comes from Mengzi, or Master Meng, who lived in late Zhou dynasty China (1040–221 bce
), when leaders justified their rule by claiming it was mandated by Heaven (tiān
), which they understood as something between a personal god and an impersonal force. We know what this early Confucian philosopher taught, because his disciples gathered his sayings and dialogues into a collection we call the Mengzi
, or Mencius
, which was edited in the second century of the common era (ce
). Mengzi wanted to refute contemporaries who said either that humans are naturally self-interested or that there is no fixed human nature 
and a person’s environment makes them who they are. By contrast, Mengzi believed all people are born with four ethical dispositions or moral tendencies (benevolence, righteousness, wisdom, and propriety), and each is associated with a corresponding feeling. We can detect those implanted moral “sprouts,” which grow if cultivated, by observing emotional reactions. For example, Mengzi argued, the feeling of compassion arises from the inborn virtue of benevolence (rén
). As evidence, he invited his disciples to conduct a thought experiment: “Suppose someone suddenly saw a child about to fall into a well.” He believed that “anyone in such a situation would have a feeling of alarm and compassion,” so people are basically good and compassion is a universal sentiment.

Using different arguments, some interpreters have claimed there is a universal religious emotion. Rudolf Otto, for example, called it mysterium tremendum
. When a person encounters the holy, he proposed, she feels a combination of awe, wonder, fascination, and fear. Otto resorted to marine analogies: “The feeling of it may at times come sweeping like a gentle tide, pervading the mind with a tranquil mood of deepest worship.” That brings us back to oceans, and some interpreters nominated “oceanic feeling” as a defining religious emotion. Freud used the phrase in a 1930 book, but he appropriated it from a letter he received from a Nobel Prize–winning French writer, Romain Rolland, who got the idea from a Hindu teacher, Ramakrishna. In that letter, Rolland encouraged Freud to consider “spontaneous religious sentiment … the simple and direct fact of the feeling of the ‘eternal’ …,” which he described as “oceanic,” limitless like the ocean.

Freud agreed, but he decided it was a bad thing, a regression to an earlier developmental stage when infants have a feeling of unity with the world. Infants cannot tell where their body ends and the world begins. But oceanic feeling is not, as Rolland thought, the source of religion. Rather, Freud suggested, religion springs from an infantile feeling of helplessness, which prompts humans to 
imagine a divine father who will make everything better. Rolland, who lost his Catholic faith but found Hindu thought, was not defending the divine Father he had revered as a boy. He was advocating a more primal experience described by the Bengali-born mystic Ramakrishna, who adapted a long-standing Indian religious tradition to claim that in the highest state of concentration an “individual soul loses its limited existence when it falls into the ocean of Brahman,” or ultimate reality.

We can find approximations of that feeling expressed in multiple traditions, as seen in the ecstatic visions of the twelfth-century Sufi mystic Rūzbihān Baqlī, who said he was related to God “as a drop is to the ocean.” Yet religiously inflected emotions are always rooted in a particular time and place. They can be quite specific. Ghanaian pentecostal migrants in Chicago, for example, worry about being perceived as outsiders because they are black and foreign, and these newcomers turn to local congregations to find the shared sentiment they most need—social trust. Rather than search for a single religious emotion, then, it might be more helpful to emphasize that, even if some feelings might be transcultural, almost any sentiment can be symbolically and ritually coded as religious.

Consider worry and wonder, which I have emphasized, and the related emotions of sadness and joy. There are many reasons to cry, but tears can be experienced as religious when they arise in a ritual setting and symbolic community. The spontaneous shedding of tears is the parasympathetic nervous system’s response to physical pain or intense affect, and the pious have reported that tears can fall because of the blissful presence of the holy, as Teresa said, or the anguished absence of the holy, which St. John of the Cross called the soul’s “dark night.” There also can be tears of joy at wedding rituals and tears of sorrow at funeral services. In those mourning rites, weeping can be scripted or spontaneous. In the West, only spontaneous tears seem to count, but among Yoruban devotees in Nigeria, for example, the public performance of 
mourning can be a meaningful collective ritual. In any case, grief can be a religiously inflected emotion. So can wonder. That mix of curiosity and elation arises when a person encounters the unexpected, something that does not fit the labels we usually apply. It is experienced, some scientists think, when neurons are activated in both the limbic system and the “association cortex,” which integrates sensory information. There are also communal forms of a related emotion that Émile Durkheim called “collective effervescence,” a shared feeling that arises during intense communal rituals. Mediated by neural networks, religions offer ways of experiencing and expressing varied feelings, including those understood as most negative and most positive.

The senses

To complete this sketch of how bodies mediate religion we need to say more about that sensory input. Religion is about the senses, first, because it prescribes practices to control them. A collection of ancient South Asian texts, known as the Upanishads (Upaniṣads
), suggested that you cannot reach the religious goal unless you control the senses, as a charioteer might snap the reins to control his horses. Augustine of Hippo, a fifth-century North African, turned to a different image to make a similar point in his Confessions
. This bishop, who gave in to sexual desire before he became a Christian, suggested that he had become enslaved by the “chain of habit” forged when he succumbed to impulses channeled by the senses. To break that “chain,” Augustine argued, the Christian must turn from the carnal to the spiritual. In the more extreme form of control, there is asceticism
, practices that affect bodily needs and redirect sensual signals. There have been pole-sitting Christian ascetics who battled the senses in the Sahara Desert and wandering Hindu ascetics who did the same on the rainy Indian subcontinent. But controlling the senses also might mean, for example, taking a vow of celibacy, as Catholic nuns do, or fasting during the month of Ramaḍān, as Muslims do.

And the senses matter in another way: as it is lived in daily life, religion engages all the senses. Followers create “sensory cultures” that affect thinking, prompt action, and provoke emotion. The sacred music of Johann Sebastian Bach, for example, can elicit a range of emotions—from tearful gratitude to awe-struck joy. This eighteenth-century composer, who believed that “music was instituted by the Spirit of God,” worked at St. Thomas Church, a Lutheran congregation in Leipzig, Germany. There he led the choir and orchestra that performed during worship services, including at special moments in the liturgical calendar, like Easter and Christmas. At the first performance of Bach’s St. Matthew Passion
 on Good Friday in 1727, the violin’s mournful minor chords and the soprano’s high-pitched lament reminded the undeserving sinner of Christ’s redemptive suffering. Several years later, on Christmas day, the first part of his Christmas Oratorio
 lifted up the penitents gathered at the church, as the choir, trumpets, flutes, and strings built to a rousing celebration of Jesus’s birth that might have enraptured even the most hard-hearted congregant. In different ways, East Asian Buddhists have included music in their celebrations of Buddha’s birthday, and Sunni Muslims have their own sonic practices associated with the birth of the Prophet Muhammad (570–632 ce
). The mīlād
, a gathering during the month of his birth, involves a sequence of sound events that begin and end with prayer but include hymns (naʿt
) chanted in unison by the worship community.

The sonic expression of religion takes even more forms. The most ancient expressions of music, or “humanly ordered sound,” employed drums, flutes, and voices at gatherings led by a shaman, a ritual specialist who healed the community, buried the dead, and foretold the future. With the development of writing systems, devotees recited or chanted sacred texts, and sound also announced the beginning or end of rituals. The shofar
, or ram’s horn, is blown on the Jewish holy day Rosh Hashanah, the New Year, and at the conclusion of Yom Kippur, the most solemn day of the year. Church bells announce the start of Sunday service, and 
the Muslim call to prayer (adhān
) is heard five times each day, from before dawn until after dusk. There are slight variations in the Shiʿi and Sunni adhāns
, though in both major Islamic traditions it begins with the muezzin chanting Allāhu Akbar
 (God is most great) four times and ends with lā ʾilāha illa llāh
, the emotionally evocative phrase testifying that there is “no God but God.”

Smell, taste, and touch can be as important as sound. As for the olfactory, consider the ritual use of incense, the burning of substances like sandalwood, camphor, or cedar to produce an aroma. The Magi, or Wise Men, brought the infant Jesus frankincense and myrrh, which were used for burnt offerings, though before the late fourth century many church leaders condemned the practice because Christians’ refusal to offer incense to the Roman emperor and the “pagan” gods had defined Jesus’s early followers. Yet “a lavishly olfactory piety” became part of Christianity by the fifth century, and burning incense has been used in that and other traditions for purification, healing, and to send wishes aloft to God or the gods. It even has been used for timekeeping: in Japanese Buddhist temples the presiding monk watched the stick of incense burn to tell when it was time to stop meditating and begin the next communal activity.

Incense burning remains part of everyday life in some places, including Taipei, Taiwan. Researchers found that about four in ten households on that East Asian island burn incense twice a day, and it wafts across Taipei’s cityscape, where pedestrians can smell it rising from hidden alleyway altars and prominent downtown temples. The wider metropolitan area has more than one thousand temples, including Longshan, which is Buddhist, and Baoan, which is Daoist. There is so much perfumed piety that scientists have studied the negative effects on, for example, air pollution and heart disease, and in response leaders at those two temples have decreased the number of incense pots and restricted the number of sticks devotees can place in each one. That is their 
way of trying to reduce the environmental and health effects, though other evidence suggests incense also can have a positive impact on mood. That is because, unlike the other senses, smell directly engages the region of the temporal lobes where memories are stored and emotions are triggered. As a devotee who grew up smelling incense at a Daoist temple in Taipei, or at a Catholic church in Rome, might confirm, the scent of incense can trigger deep emotional reactions.
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4. Chinese Malaysian devotees offer incense sticks at a temple in the city of Melaka during a New Year’s celebration in 2018.





Ingesting things is religious practice too. Every year a group of the Huichol (or Wixárika) from Mexico go on a three-hundred-mile pilgrimage to Wirikúta, the high-desert homeland where they eat bitter-tasting divine peyote, a psychoactive substance that induces visions that, the pilgrims hope, might restore their health and sense of purpose. Some traditions prohibit foods, as seen in the rules against pork for Muslims, against meat for Hindus, and against pork and shellfish for Jews. Religions also tell you what you should eat, drink, or inhale. Inhaling the fumes of burned 
plants like tobacco was an important ritual among Indigenous woodland communities in North America, and for hundreds of years the chief of Mississippian communities passed around a purifying “black drink” made from a holly leaf that induces vomiting. At archaeological sites around the world, excavators have uncovered evidence of feasting, of ritual banquets after the hunt (for foragers) or the harvest (for farmers). The religious also celebrate smaller-scale meals, as with the Jewish Passover Seder, which commemorates the Israelites’ escape from bondage, and the Christian communion meal, which commemorates Jesus’s Last Supper.

In many traditions, the gods need food too, and to bridge the gap between the sacred and the profane, followers even ingest material associated with a holy figure. As in most African Indigenous traditions on the continent and in the diaspora, adherents honor the supreme being who is the source of life, but they also appeal to lesser gods, as is the case with Afro-Cuban devotees who place offerings on altars that include tastes that the òrìṣà
 prefers: Ọ̀ṣun, a goddess who helps with fertility, is fond of sweet things like honey or oranges. Similar ritual logic applies when Hindu, Daoist, or Buddhist devotees place food offerings on home shrines or temple altars in Asia. Medieval Christians and Muslims even ingested relics, bits of the bodies or possessions of revered figures. And in the Catholic view of communion, the priest’s words and gestures transform the wheat host into the “real presence” of the body of Christ. Even though theologians offer a loftier interpretation, that ritual is about tasting the divine.

The devout also touch things with their fingers, feet, and lips. On the night before his crucifixion, around 30 ce
, Jesus humbled himself to wash the feet of his disciples, and on Holy Thursday Christians across the world gather to repeat that tactile ritual. Performing another ritual that goes back to the late fourth century, Christian pilgrims to Jerusalem try to walk where Jesus 
walked and touch what he touched. Some gather pebbles or scoop up dirt to take home. Jews living in Israel can visit the Western Wall of the destroyed Second Temple and place written prayers in its crevices, just as Japanese devotees at the main Shintō shrine in Ise City write their request for the Sun Goddess and other spirits (kami
) on a small wooden plaque they hang at the site. Devotees in India reach out to touch the Hindu deity being carried through their village during a festival procession, and Russian Orthodox Christians go farther: they kiss icons, painted images of Jesus and Mary, a tactile piety that slowly and lovingly wears away those devotional images. Touch is also a metaphor for contact with the transcendent—as in “touched by the spirit”—and it is highlighted in Michelangelo’s painting Creation of Adam
 on the ceiling of Rome’s Sistine Chapel. The artist, who finished that scene in 1511, created a mood of expectation by placing the almost-touching fingers of Adam and God at the center. It would not have been nearly as powerful if he had portrayed the next moment, when the divine had already given life to the first human. The suspense heightens the viewer’s appreciation for the power of touch.

But devotees are also forbidden to touch some things. For example, in the second-century rabbinic code of rules called the Mishnah, Jews are told to avoid touching the Torah scroll, their sacred text. But that rule presents a practical problem, since rabbis chant Torah passages in the synagogue and need to keep their place. In a creative adaptation, at least since the seventeenth century rabbis have used a Torah pointer, or “hand” (yad
), a thin ceremonial object that often includes an index finger at the tip, where it touches the untouchable text.

Finally, religion also involves seeing. But, as with the other senses, religious elites sometimes restrict what can be seen and who can see it. Only the high priest of the ancient Temple of Jerusalem could see the holy of holies, the most sacred chamber, and only on Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement. And even if there has been a 
rich material culture associated with Jewish religious life—including Torah pointers—the Hebrew Bible condemns making images. In other words, Jews have been aniconic, suspicious of visual representations of the divine. Even writing the name of God risks idolatry. Observant Jews omit some letters in the word G-d to honor their conviction that the divine is beyond representations. Muslims share that belief. Just as Abraham destroyed images of competing gods, Muhammad rejected the polytheism that thrived around Mecca in his day and insisted Muslims avoid depicting God. But Islamic artisans can use Arabic calligraphic script from the Qurʾān, as well as geometric and botanical designs, to decorate artifacts and architecture, as with the Qurʾānic inscriptions on the interior walls of the Dome of the Rock (692 ce
) in Jerusalem.
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5. This Jewish ritual object, a Torah pointer, was made in Austria in 1862 and used by rabbis to keep their place in the sacred text.





Other traditions, like Sikhism, also have been aniconic. Its founder, Gurū Nānak, rejected the visual splendor of the Hindu temples around him, and suggested that the divine “cannot be fashioned, it cannot be made.” Some Christians turned away from the icon-loving materiality of the Catholic and Orthodox faiths. Early Protestants associated with the sixteenth-century 
movement that came to be called the Reformation began by stripping altars of images. Aniconic impulses also have survived into the twenty-first century. The Taliban, a Sunni group that interprets Islamic law strictly and governed most of Afghanistan from 1996 to 2001, issued an edict against religious images. Then, in 2001, they blew up two enormous 1,500-year-old Buddhas at Bāmiyān, a cave-temple complex northwest of Kabul, Afghanistan.

Despite worries about idolatry, images have been important in multiple traditions. For Hindus, worship includes darśan
 (pronounced dar-shan), which means seeing and being seen by a deity at a temple, and followers of other traditions have venerated many gods. To glimpse the astonishing variety of supernatural beings imaged in material form you might tour a museum near you, or search a museum’s online collection for keywords like “religion” “god,” or “goddess.” At the British Museum, for example, you can find images from Hindu, Buddhist, Jain, and Christian traditions, as well as everything from a bronze Egyptian cat representing the goddess Bastet made about 30 bce
 to a fifteenth-century Aztec eagle from Central America carved in volcanic rock and associated with the solar god Tonatiuh.

The modes of expression

So the body plays a role as a conduit of religion, but religion also is expressed culturally, from the music of Bach to the philosophy of Mengzi. It can help to distinguish these diverse cultural expressions—even if they are usually interconnected. There are eight overlapping modes of cultural expression, I suggest, and for each we can identify a characteristic action and a cultural domain. Experiencing
 refers to embodied engagement with the environment, but religion is also about imagining, narrating, making, conceptualizing, enacting, performing
, and gathering
.

The eight modes of religious expression




	
Action


	
Domain


	
Example







	
Experiencing


	
Embodied and perceptual


	
Rūzbihān’s oceanic mysticism or Teresa’s ecstatic encounter





	
Imagining


	
Symbolic and analogical


	
Muhammad as the “seal” of the prophets or the symbol of the cross





	
Making


	
Material and architectural


	
A torah pointer or a Shintō shrine





	
Narrating


	
Mythic and literary


	
A creation story in the Mayan Popul Vuh
 or the Hindu Rigveda






	
Conceptualizing


	
Doctrinal and philosophical


	

The Mengzi
 or Summa theologiae






	
Enacting


	
Ethical and legal


	
The Ten Commandments or the five Buddhist precepts





	
Performing


	
Ceremonial and performative


	
Burning incense at a Daoist temple or performing Bach’s Christmas Oratorio






	
Gathering


	
Social and institutional


	
The Roman Catholic Church or Shingon Buddhist Sect (Shingon-shū
)







Imagining and narrating

Religious imagining
 refers to the use of tropes or nonliteral language to represent the seen and the unseen. There are many figures of speech, including symbol, metaphor, simile, allegory, and narrative. Many scholars of religion have emphasized symbols—words, images, or gestures that point beyond the simple one-to-one correspondence of a sign. So, a Stop sign on the road is not a symbol. It has only one meaning: bring your vehicle to a stop here. But there is no single meaning of, say, a Christian cross, Buddhist wheel, or Jewish star—or the primary Jain symbol, an ancient swastika surrounded by three dots and a half moon. The half-moon at the top represents the abode of liberated souls, the 
three dots are the paths to liberation, and the four arms of the swastika refer to the four cosmic realms. However, because Adolf Hitler misappropriated the swastika as an emblem for Nazi Germany, it has become troubling, especially in the West. On the 2,500th anniversary of Mahavira’s final liberation in 1974, India’s Jains released a new official symbol, which adds an image representing ahiṃsā
, or nonviolence, but retains the swastika that adorns many ancient Indian statues and temples. Because of the negative connotations, however, North American Jains replaced the swastika with the sacred Sanskrit syllable om
. As this example shows, symbols can evoke powerful feelings and change over time. But symbolic thinking is important, scholars suggest, since it inclines humans to seek hidden meanings and allows them to tell stories that explain the world.

There is more to say about narrative, but analogical language, speech that compares one thing to another, is even more fundamental. The analogical imagination relies on the ability to cross different areas of knowledge and associate unlike things. Christians, for example, say Jesus is the Lamb (amnos
) of God (John 1:29) and thereby move between how we think about animals and how we think about humans, imagining Jesus as a sacrificial offering. Buddhists draw on medical analogies to interpret the Buddha as the Great Physician (bhisakka
) who diagnoses and cures humans’ spiritual maladies. Muslims declare that Muhammad is the Seal (khātam
) of the prophets (Qurʾān 33:40), and thereby move between how we think about documents and how we think about humans, imagining Muhammad as a waxy sealant that closes and authenticates a prophetic lineage. Religion requires not only neural compasses and biological clocks, but also the capacity to speak and act as if something—for example, a lamb, or anything else in the mundane world’s literal referents—can be something else too. A lamb sometimes can be just a lamb, but analogical artifacts, ritual performance, and shared stories can also cross cognitive domains. The devout can suggest that a man was sacrificially slaughtered 
“like a lamb.” Followers can say that a man without medical training provided the cure they sought. The pious can suggest that a man was a sealant on a document. This sort of imagining is one way that religion is expressed.

It is also expressed by telling stories. Narrating
 engages multiple senses—hearing as well as seeing—and can take many cultural forms, like painted scenes and staged drama as well as oral tales and written texts. Humans have been telling stories for thousands of years, and oral storytelling has remained important among Indigenous Peoples from Australian Aboriginals to Scandinavian Sámi. Stories also have found their way into holy books, texts that a community deems authoritative. Some traditions authorize more than one. Jews, for instance, consult both the Hebrew scriptures and rabbinic writings. Muslims value both their holy book, the Qurʾān, and the Sunna, the example of the Prophet, who serves as a model of exemplary behavior. That is why the sayings and deeds of Muhammad, known as Ḥadīth (Arabic for “report” or “news”), constitute a secondary scripture that is exceeded in authority only by the Qurʾān. Buddhists have more than one book too. They have multiple collections of sūtras, or sacred texts, in different languages that are known as the Pali, Sanskrit, Tibetan, and Chinese canons.

Those holy books tell stories using diverse literary forms, including poetry or hymns. For example, one of the 1,028 hymns in India’s oldest sacred text, the Rigveda
, recounts how Indra separated heaven and earth by killing the demon Vritra. As in this Hindu work composed between 1400 and 1000 bce
, religious narratives also present a cast of animal, human, and superhuman characters; describe earthly, subterranean, and celestial settings; and unfold a plot in historical or mythic time. And stories build on other stories. Indra, the warrior god of the Vedas, makes an appearance in later Hindu texts like the Bhagavad Gītā
, which was inserted into the larger Mahābhārata
 between the second century bce
 and the second century ce
. The authors assume the 
devotee already knows Indra—and all the characters, settings, and plots of the Vedic hymns. Similar intertextual gesturing happens in the holy books of Jews (Hebrew scripture), Christians (New Testament), and Muslims (Qurʾān). They all have a place for Abraham in their stories, for instance, but add characters, shift settings, and alter plots as sacred stories are told, disputed, and retold. Muslim commentators have interpreted a passage in the Qurʾān about Abraham building “the House” (2:125–128) as referring to the cube-shaped Kaʿba
 in Mecca, for example—a story that Jews and Christians reject in favor of the account in Genesis (13:18) suggesting that he built an altar in Hebron, a West Bank town.

The narratives inscribed in holy books are not only read. They are recited, heard, memorized, chanted, pictured, and performed. The term Qurʾān
, which was given to the revelations that Muhammad conveyed starting in 610 ce
, is related to the Arabic word for “recite.” It evokes orality more than literacy, and captures the aural aspect of Islamic practice. Muslim children memorize verses from the Arabic text, and then learn to recite entire Sūras, or chapters. Accomplished adult Qurʾānic reciters become famous in the Islamic world, and recordings of their verbal performances circulate in multiple media. Some textual narratives are also performed, as with the Mahābhārata
, the long Hindu epic. Drumming and dancing accompany the staged retelling in Indian Himalayan villages, and Indonesian Hindus put on shadow puppet performances of this epic. Holy books can also become works of visual art, as with the Book of Kells. That illuminated Latin manuscript of the Gospels was created around 800 ce
 in a monastery off Scotland’s western coast, and it includes, for example, an intricately ornamented page introducing Matthew’s story of Jesus’s birth. Other sacred books designed for ritual purposes also function as visual expressions of piety. Consider medieval Jewish, Christian, and Muslim holy books that have decorative “carpet pages”—called that because they look like Persian rugs—including the gold-framed page preceding the Book 
of Exodus in a tenth-century Torah with Arabic script that was produced by and for Jews living in Islamic Palestine or Egypt.

Narrative and ornament are juxtaposed in other artifacts, like the twelfth-century altar cross from Britain called the Cloisters Cross, a twelve-inch ivory symbol with ninety-two images and ninety-eight inscriptions, including a depiction of Jesus as Lamb of God and a story of Jesus’s resurrection. Story and image mix in less elaborate objects too, such as the tin ex voto
 paintings created by village artisans in nineteenth-century Mexico that fulfilled a promise or expressed gratitude to a saint. Ordinary Catholics often commissioned these devotional objects to document a miracle—and then hung them at home or donated them to a church. In one ex voto
 made in 1825, for example, the anonymous artisan who memorialized the miracle painted vivid red flames rising from the devotee’s kitchen. The Spanish writing below the painting tells the viewer that the resident, Silberio Agilar, had promised he would commission the painting if Christ, who is depicted at the top, prevented the rest of his house from going up in flames. Christ came through—and so did Silberio.

Making


Narrating
 can inspire making
, crafting artifacts and transforming spaces, but the material expression of religion includes more than devotional paintings and illuminated books. There are mundane things like clothing: the orange robes of a Thai Buddhist monk, the white tunic of a Zoroastrian magus in India, and the black head covering of a Saudi woman. There are ritual objects, like the altar cross, Torah pointer, and incense pot. In West Africa, priests use divination trays to discern an individual’s future. Hand-held prayer beads are used to keep track of prayers or recitations in Islam, Catholicism, Hinduism, Sikhism, and Buddhism. There is also architecture, like the sixty-four square miles of Angkor Wat, the twelfth-century sandstone temple complex in Cambodia dedicated to the Hindu god Vishnu; the spiral minaret (or tower) 
and blue mosaics of the ninth-century Great Mosque of Sāmarā in Iraq; and the soaring verticality of Chartres, the thirteenth-century Gothic cathedral dedicated to Mary, supported by flying buttresses, and illumined by 167 stained glass windows.

There has been an enormous variety of spaces set apart for solitary, familial, or communal devotion. These can be as small as a shelf in a home, but also include larger communal spaces designed for different spiritual purposes: to house the gods or the people, or to enclose human remains or the relics of holy figures, as with Buddhist stupas and Christian shrines. Ritual spaces’ interior design can direct the visitors’ attention to the spoken word or the performed ritual, as with the difference between a pulpit-centered Protestant church and an altar-focused Catholic church. The labels for worship spaces offer other clues about differences as well as continuities. A gurdwara
, the term for a Sikh worship space, means “gateway,” and it signals that devotees pass through the gate that leads to the guru. Agyari
, a place of fire, is the term for a Parsi temple that preserves the Zoroastrians’ sacred flame. The term mosque (masjid
 in Arabic) refers to a “place of prostration,” where worshippers prostrate themselves before God. Members of the Bahá’í faith worship at a Mashriqu’l-Adhkár
, in Arabic, “a place where the mention of God rises at dawn,” or a “dawning place of the praise of God.” It refers to a gathering of followers reciting scripture to praise God, especially at the morning’s first light. Cathedral
 is a term that Anglicans and Catholics use for a special church where the bishop’s seat, or cathedra
, can be found, highlighting not only institutional leaders (bishops) but also ecclesiastical regions (dioceses). Synagogue
, the term for a Jewish worship center, comes from a Greek verb meaning “to gather together,” so it is a site where a community assembles.

These architectural labels signal that performing
, or ritual action, and gathering
, or communal congregating, happen there. Some of these buildings also have been sites for conceptualizing
 the 
tradition’s beliefs. Chartres Cathedral, for example, sponsored a school, and the building’s design and ornamentation reflected theological perspectives that cherished light, proportion, and clarity—including the clear expression of doctrines in the stone sculpture and polychromatic windows. At a time when few were literate, Chartres was a visual catechism, a material expression of doctrinal commitments.

Conceptualizing

The academic study of religion has mischaracterized lived religion by making too much of doctrine, but we need to give conceptualizing
 its due. Most adult adherents can say something about what they believe, and, if their tradition has creeds, many can repeat official doctrinal statements. But creating and revising doctrinal systems requires learning and leisure. Conceptualizing is an elite enterprise. It often has been the work of male religious professionals living apart from the community, or remaining within it but freed from other social responsibilities, so they can study and write.

There are impressive examples of doctrinal treatises from many traditions. Three prominent thinkers from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries incorporated Aristotle’s philosophical categories in works addressed to Muslim, Jewish, and Christian communities. Ibn Rushd, known in the West as Averroës, was born in Cordoba, Spain, in 1126. This scholar of Islamic law also was the first to construct a systematic Islamic philosophy based on the writings of Aristotle. Born nine years after Ibn Rushd, in the same city, the Jewish thinker Moses Maimonides also came to deeply engage Aristotle’s philosophy, though he strove to balance reason and revelation more than the rationalist Ibn Rushd. Maimonides fled to Egypt, where he wrote—in Arabic, not Hebrew—his influential philosophical work, The Guide of the Perplexed
. In that text, he suggested that Jews needed no surer foundation for belief than the Bible, but for intellectuals who 
sought answers for themselves or their Muslim and Christian neighbors, Maimonides provided a rational system that presented Judaism’s beliefs as true and its moral principles as rational. He suggested that Jews could reconcile revelation in the Bible, which uses analogical language, and insights from philosophy, which employs literal language.

The Christian Aristotelian who tried to reconcile reason and revelation was Thomas Aquinas, the Italian thinker we met earlier. His Summa theologiae
 (Summation of Theology), which he was still writing when he died in 1274, dealt with God, creation, and humanity in the first part. It addressed morality and law next, and the unfinished third part dealt with more narrowly Christian doctrines about the incarnation of Jesus and the sacraments of the church. Even if the Summa
 did not win universal acclaim, its basic strategy came to have extraordinary influence. Thomas argued that philosophical reason can prove that God exists, but reason eventually needs revelation, the unveiling of God in history, to understand what is true and good.

These reason-loving writers illustrate this mode of cultural expression, but some thinkers who engaged concepts aimed to show the unreliability of reason. Some Western mystics did that, and so did some classic Chinese texts in the Daoist and Buddhist traditions. The eighth-century Buddhist text The Platform Sūtra of the Sixth Patriarch
 emphasized the sudden mind-to-mind transmission of insight, which is beyond words and inaccessible to reason. The author, the Chan Buddhist master Huìnéng, taught that humans have “inherent enlightenment,” even if it is not always evident. Just as the sun is always bright but cannot always be seen, “the floating clouds of false thoughts” can cover the individual’s Buddha-nature. Only proper meditative practice, not conceptual schemes, can clear the clouds and let the light through. The Zhuangzi
, a Daoist text compiled around 300 ce
, also disparaged reason and demeaned concepts. This work, which purports to represent the teachings of Zhuangzi, suggests that one 
cannot find the Way (dao
) by rational reflection. The text shows the limits of conceptual analysis by frustrating the reader in passages like this: “Making a point to show that a point is not a point is not as good as making a nonpoint to show that a point is not a point.” If you don’t know what that means, join the club. That, I think, is the point. Sometimes Zhuangzi also makes the point that is no point—or, at least, not a reasoned conclusion—by relaying perplexing stories, like this one: “One night, Zhuangzi dreamed of being a butterfly—a happy butterfly, showing off and doing as he pleased, unaware of being Zhuangzi. Suddenly he awoke, drowsily, Zhuangzi again. And he could not tell whether it was Zhaungzi who had dreamt the butterfly or the butterfly dreaming Zhuangzi. But there must be some difference between them!” That poke at rationality is found in a text created by elites engaged with ideas, but it does not function like the texts of those Aristotelian rationalists. It invites the reader to rethink what is true and real, while also gesturing to a nonrational path. Just as the Platform Sūtra
 advocated “no-thought” (wunien
) and proposed a path for discovering the individual’s inherent wisdom, the Zhuangzi
 advocated “non-action” (wuwei
) and proposed a path that relies on the person’s inborn capacity to act spontaneously in accord with the dao
, the originating source and ideal pattern of all things.

Enacting and performing

In both its rationalist and anti-rationalist forms, conceptualizing has been less central for most traditions than morality and ritual, even if many faiths say that right belief is part of the spiritual path. Often the conceptual is entangled with the ethical and the performative. The Bhagavad Gītā
, for example, identifies three Hindu paths: the path of knowledge (jñanamarga
), devotion (bhaktimarga
), and action (karmamarga
). Many sayings attributed to the Buddha present him as more pragmatic than rationalist. He tells followers to ignore philosophical questions and focus on the matter at hand—ending suffering. Yet the 
“Eightfold Path” described in the classic Turning of the Wheel of Dharma
 (Dharmacakrapravartana-sūtra
) suggests the Buddha taught that proper understanding was required for achieving the goal of nirvāṇa
, the blissful release from suffering. That eightfold path to liberation basically amounted to achieving wisdom (right view and right intention), being moral (right speech, right action, right livelihood), and enhancing concentration (right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration).

The intellectual, the ethical, and the performative also intermingle in the Muslim summary of obligations, the Five Pillars of Islam: the witness (shahāda
), the prayer (ṣalāt
), almsgiving (zakāt
), fasting (ṣawm
), and pilgrimage (ḥajj
). The first entails professing foundational beliefs—that there is no God but Allah and that Muhammad is His Messenger. The other four involve ritual practices—performing daily prayers, fasting during the ninth month (Ramaḍān), and going on pilgrimage to Mecca if you are financially and physically able. It might seem that the remaining pillar, zakāt
, is about ethics, since it concerns giving to the less fortunate, but Muslims also see this as an act of worship, as it is done to express thanks for what you have.

Christians have no universally accepted roadmap for the spiritual path, but many would point to this exchange with Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew (22:34–40): “‘Teacher, which is the great commandment in the law?’ And he said to him, ‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind. This is the great and first commandment. And a second is like it, You shall love your neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments depend all the law and the prophets.’” Some might add the moral and ritual guidelines announced in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5–7), which includes the Lord’s Prayer and Jesus’s advice on prayer, fasting, and almsgiving—don’t do them hypocritically or boastfully—as well as other principles and practices that chart a path through “the narrow gate” of Christianity. Don’t just avoid killing, you should not even allow 
anger to rise; and when they strike you, turn the other cheek. Don’t just love your neighbor, but love her or him as yourself and go farther: love your enemies too.
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6. Muslim pilgrims try to touch the doors of the Holy Kaʿba in Mecca during the final phase of the annual pilgrimage to Islam’s holiest city.





As this overview hints, most spiritual paths detail guidelines for moral action, principles or rules to enact. In other words, traditions have something to say about morality, religiously sanctioned and culturally transmitted norms governing how humans interact with one another, with other animals, and with the wider environment. These moral rules concern the individual—providing a model of a worthwhile life and offering guidance for daily decisions. Traditions also transmit rules about the social order (who can marry) and the political order (who can use force). These guidelines might be unwritten codes or written rules like the Ten Commandments or the lay Buddhist’s five precepts, which prohibit killing, stealing, lying, abusing intoxicants, and sexual misconduct. For a socially marginalized group, its moral tradition might concentrate on governance of the 
religious community and how members should interact with those with political power. For religiously sanctioned empires that achieve regional dominance, such as the pre-Columbian Inca in Peru or post-Constantinian Christians in Europe, leaders rely on local custom and spiritual principles to develop a system of governance that details the tribute owed to the capital and the rights granted to the provinces. In medieval societies where Muslims formed the majority, a complex legal system called sharī ʿa
 developed. Since less than one-tenth of the 6,346 verses in the Qurʾān have the form of a law—and many concern ritual duties—Muslims looked also to the example of the prophet as revealed in the Ḥadīth and relied on the consensus of legal scholars and the rulings of judges to determine the rights and obligations of both Muslims and non-Muslims.

Whether their tradition’s moral and legal rules were commanded by a god or discovered by a person, communities often have codified such guidelines in interaction with other faiths. Jainism emerged out of Hinduism in India in the sixth century bce
, and followers accepted that tradition’s conceptual scheme, including the view that karma drives the cycles of existence and that liberation (mokṣa
) from those cycles (the ultimate aim) can be achieved by seeking wisdom and bodily control. Yet Jains also became known for their distinctive emphasis on ahiṃsā
, or noninjury, which they expanded to include every form of life. In a similar way, Jews and Christians both embraced the Ten Commandments, or the Decalogue. This list indicated what you should not
 do. In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus added prescriptions (what you should do) to the proscriptions (what you shouldn’t), and the Sermon on the Mount expanded the requirements of Jewish law to include, for example, love of one’s enemies, and warned that the Christian’s obligation involves more than just doing the right thing. You also have to do it in the right way and for the right reason. These guidelines did not emerge in isolation, however. The Gospel of Matthew was written about 80 ce
, ten years after the fall of the temple in Jerusalem, and it was intended 
for Greek-speaking Jewish and Gentile Christians in Syria who were negotiating their new relationship to the Jewish community and the Torah’s teachings. Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount accepts a great deal in Jewish law and doctrine, even if the Matthean community also was proclaiming that the messiah had come and God’s Kingdom was near, views that neither the Jews who preceded them nor the Muslims who followed would affirm. Islam offered a somewhat parallel decalogue in the Qurʾān (17:22–40) but did not mention Jesus’s sermon. However, a parallel Qurʾānic passage (2:271) advocates not bragging about almsgiving, and an eleventh-century Islamic philosopher, Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazzālī, praised Jesus’s suggestion to turn the other cheek.

Traditions also established guidelines for performing religious rituals, which are collectively formalized, invariantly performed, and institutionally transmitted actions and utterances that refer to supernatural forces and ultimate matters. That means spoken words—“I now pronounce you husband and wife”—can be ritual, a speech-act, just as hand gestures and bodily movements can. It also means that rituals presuppose a social setting, a group, not just an individual. You cannot sit alone in your room and invent a religious ritual. Well, you could, but it would not qualify as ritual unless you convinced others to perform it too. And they would have to do it the same way each time. That is what “invariant” means. Ritual requires repetition. Innovation is possible. That has happened in the history of religion, but the community—or a subgroup—must agree about the change and then teach it to the next generation. To decide if an action qualifies as religious ritual, ask if you could imagine someone saying this after observing it: “No, that’s not how we do it!” If so, then it is a ritual, since the response implies that there is a proper way to perform the action, and the use of “we” suggests the practice was collectively created and passed down in a community. If an action has those features but does not concern gods, saints, or ancestors, and does not reflect a worldview that posits an ultimate aim for human life—then it might be ritual, but it is not religious
 ritual.

Formalized, invariant, and transmitted practices have taken many forms. Ritualized action might be as simple as a Catholic school girl making the sign of the cross in Manilla’s Binondo Church—quickly touching her right hand to her forehead, chest, and shoulders—or as complicated as a white-clad Japanese widower making the walking pilgrimage to the eighty-eight temples of Shikoku, traveling with Shingon Buddhism’s ninth-century founder Kūkai, who, pilgrims say, always walks beside you. These rituals are done alone, but ceremonies also can be performed in a group. And they can take place at sites designated as sacred, or in everyday spaces like a passenger train or a living room. There can be high- and low-emotion rituals. And rites also can serve different purposes, even if most involve contact between the human and the supernatural. In spirit possession rituals, a masked dancer temporarily becomes
 that spirit; other rituals chase off annoying spirits that are bringing harm. Rituals can happen once a day, week, season, or year—or only once in a lifetime. Calendrical rituals, for example, happen during a season, such as the rainmaking ritual of the Chewa of Mozambique, who pray to their Supreme Being, Chiuta, and make shrine offerings at the end of the rainy season.

Life-cycle rituals mark the transition in status that occurs when an individual is born, named, matures, marries, ages, or dies. These rites of passage usually involve three stages: separation
, in which the person moves outside of the social order and its identity markers; liminalty
, in which the ritual subject is between, or on the “threshold” between one status and another; and reintegration
, when the person reenters the community with a new identity—as a wife, in a marriage ceremony, or as an ancestor, in a burial rite. To illustrate, consider initiation rituals among the Mande and other peoples who live in Sierra Leone, Liberia, Guinea, and Côte d’Ivoire. During puberty the boys and girls are separated, and elders take them to live in a specially constructed village in the forest for a year. There they learn the secrets of the Poro (male) and Sande (female) initiatory societies, and then 
undergo ritual scarification and circumcision to mark their changed status. They arrive as children, and, at the end of the year, return as adults.

Gathering

Such coming-of-age rites require a social group that transmits the guidelines for how to act. In the same way, the other seven modes of expression also depend on gathering
, with adherents coming together. The sociologist Max Weber distinguished religious and political organizations and classified forms of spiritual organizations and types of religious leaders. A “hierocratic” organization, or church
, is a sacred group whose members are born into it and whose leaders exert psychological control over a territory by distributing or withholding religious benefits. A “political” organization, or state
, is a secular group whose members are born into it and whose leaders safeguard order in a territory by the threat or use of physical force. In some early hunting and gathering bands, which feature shaman as ritual specialists, the political and the religious realms merge, and membership in both is hereditary. That merging also happened in larger agricultural societies organized into chiefdoms or kingdoms, which featured a priest
 or priestess
 performing rituals at a stationary place of worship, like the priestess who presided at the central Greek temple dedicated to Athena. And Weber suggested that a prophet
 also might appear, a figure who proclaims a revelation as a mouthpiece of a god (like Muhammad) or who discovers the message proclaimed (like the Buddha).

Weber also distinguished the large inclusive church
, with its authorized priests, formalized routines, and hereditary members, from the small exclusive sect
, a voluntary group that admits only persons with specific religious qualifications. In other words, sectarian membership is not automatic or based on heredity. You have to convert or pass a religious test to be a member. Other scholars of religion and society have added subtypes of churches 
and sects, as well as other organizational categories, like denomination
, an established division within a larger church, and cult
, a small group organized around a “charismatic” leader, one whose authority comes from the leader’s personal appeal and not his or her institutional role. The terms church
 and denomination
 are useful for describing the social expression of Christianity. But since the word cult
 has lost its intended meaning and become a derogatory term, it is best to avoid it, even for controversial Christian-inspired movements like the People’s Temple, whose 900 members died in a mass murder-suicide in Guyana in 1978. We can instead refer to those groups as new religious movements
 (NRMs), a broader category with fewer negative associations.

The church/sect/denomination
 classification is of some comparative use: for example, Japanese Buddhism has institutional forms that look a lot like Protestant denominations. But such classification can distort our understanding of non-Christian communal modes of expression. For cross-cultural comparison, it is better to talk about religions, sects
, and new religious movements
. The religions
 can be classified on a continuum by size (from large to small), scope (from global to local), and membership (by birth or by choice). There are large and inclusive global religions, like Christianity and Islam, that welcome both converts and those born into the faith. Some more localized and exclusive Indigenous traditions are identified with a particular people and a particular homeland. The plural term religions
 refers to broad traditions that have the most adherents today—Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism—as well as those that claim fewer practitioners, such as Judaism, Sikhism, Zoroastrianism, Confucianism, and Jainism.

These broad labels can obscure the diversity within
 religions, however. Divisions arise and new sects form. You might think of such sects as tributaries of a river. Or, if you prefer arboreal images, branches from a tree. And those branches have had influence. The Platform Sūtra of the Sixth Patriarch
 was a 
polemical text that contrasted the “sudden” approach of the patriarch, Master Huìnéng, with the “gradual” approach of his Chan Buddhist opponent. When that sudden form of Chan, the “meditation” sect, migrated to Japan, it emerged as a distinct religious institution, Sōtō-shū, that competed with other Buddhist sects, including the Shingon-shū
 that pilgrims celebrate at Shikoku. The differences between Protestant and Catholic worship spaces also reflect institutional splits that began in the sixteenth century. Those who “protested” continued to quarrel among themselves, and those differences were institutionalized in many Protestant sects or denominations.

The variations in the Muslim call to prayer reflect differences between the Sunni majority and Shiʿi minority, two major branches of Islam. They have disagreed about Islamic law and, especially, about who should lead the Muslim community after the death of Muhammad. During the first centuries of Islam, the majority of Muslims accepted the khalīfa
 or caliph (successor) of Muhammad as the authoritative religious and political leaders, but those who came to be called Shiʿi believed that authoritative leadership was found in a hereditary lineage that descended from the fourth caliph, Ali, Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law, who was assassinated in 661. That Shiʿi minority viewed Ali’s descendants as their spiritual leaders, or Imams.

Finally, there are also new religious movements (NRMs). Christianity and Islam were once new movements. They succeeded. So did Bahá’í and Mormonism, both of which arose in the nineteenth century and have a global presence today. Bahá’í emerged from Iranian Islam. Its prophet, Bahá’u’lláh, announced in 1863 that he was the manifestation of God for that era. The Bahá’í faith affirms the oneness of God and the centrality of justice, but it diverges from Islam in its doctrine of progressive revelation, the belief that each age requires a new manifestation of God. That faith also designated a different spiritual center—not Mecca, but two shrines in present-day Israel. The Latter-day 
Saints (LDS), or Mormons, emerged from within American Christianity. Their founder, Joseph Smith, translated new revelations given to him on ancient brass plates by an angel, and his early followers published them as The Book of Mormon
 in 1830. By 1847 Mormon migrants had founded Salt Lake City as the spiritual center of the group, which came to be the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

Conclusion

Religions, sects, and NRMs have created distinct institutions, like the LDS Church, but religious practice has been mediated by the technologies that the devout employ as well as the institutions they organize. We can see the mediating power of technologies and institutions—and note institutional splits—by reconsidering the Bāmiyān cave-temple complex, where yellow-robed Buddhist monks once gathered in a monastery and used ancient communication technology to write Sanskrit texts on palm leaves.

In that valley along the Silk Road route to China, India, and Persia, and beneath the two cliff-dwelling Buddhas, a thousand monks lived out their faith amid the aroma of incense and the sound of chanting. In the monasteries below, early sectarian divisions were evident. The Bāmiyān monks aligned themselves with the Lokottaravādin school, which arose during Buddhism’s first schism. That early debate concerned the proper religious ideal. It focused on whether the arhat
, a person who has achieved enlightenment, is perfect. The monastic order at Bāmiyān descended from those who challenged the arhat
 ideal affirmed by the other original Buddhist schools, which their opponents would call the Hīnayāna, or “Lesser Vehicle.” They decided that those who achieve liberation are fallible. That opened a slight gap between humans and buddhas, and it led to the development of the Mahāyāna, those who called themselves the “Greater Vehicle.” That major Buddhist branch, which dominated East Asia, proposed an alternative ideal: the wise and compassionate 
bodhisattva
, who renounces his own liberation to save all beings. They also venerated buddhas as supernatural agents with wondrous powers, a view already expressed in the Mahāyāna texts stored in the library at Bāmiyān and hinted at in the cave temple’s sculpture and murals, including those colossal Buddhas. So those Bāmiyān monks, who gathered in monasteries and wrote on palm leaves, were the inheritors of one institutional split and forerunners of another.
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7. An 1834 engraving of the Buddhas in Bāmiyān, Afghanistan, shows how the statues looked before they were destroyed. The people and camels at the base of the larger Buddha, which was about 175 feet tall, give some sense of their monumental size.





The later history of that cave-temple complex reminds us that mediating institutions and technologies can change. The Bāmiyān monastic community that built those Buddhas in the sixth century ce
 continued after Islam entered the region. Yet the Mongol ruler Genghis Khan damaged the temple complex in 1222, and late-Mughal emperors (1526–1857) even used the standing Buddhas for target practice. Changes continued after the Taliban, 
who communicated with silicon chips instead of palm leaves, dynamited the enormous statues in 2001. Supporters were unable to rebuild the colossal images, so those hoping to recover the Afghan Buddhist past resorted to new technologies. In 2015 a Chinese couple donated a device to project 3-D images of the standing Buddhas onto their original alcoves, and for a few moments in the early evening of June 6 they were virtually restored to the cliffs.



Chapter 4



How religion has changed


Because the past shapes the present, responsible citizenship also requires some sense of history, an idea that applies particularly to the matter of religion. Too often public discussions of the religious dimensions of policy issues either overlook the past or concentrate on very recent years. But that shortened perspective makes it difficult to see what is new and what is not—and which problems, such as climate change, economic disparity, and interreligious violence, are entangled in a longer past. We need a history that traces religion’s role in the broad changes in ways of life, from foraging to farming to factories.

The emergence of foraging religion

We cannot pinpoint when religion began, since there are no written sources to tell us what we want to know. But we can recall religion’s defining features and expressive modes and identify the cognitive, social, and ecological conditions necessary for religion to emerge. Then we can ask when we can see those conditions in the material evidence dug up by archaeologists.

Religious action is always mediated by technology and institutions, constrained by human biology and the local ecology, and lived out with creatively appropriated cultural resources—figurative language, ceremonial artifacts, moral codes, and ritual 
practices. But all these factors require certain biological capacities, environmental conditions, and social forms. The fragmentary material evidence—the stones and bones—does not allow us to settle the scholarly debate about whether those conditions arose abruptly or gradually. But the appearance of a few capacities was crucial. Ritual performance, material creativity, and moral action depend on empathy (the ability to detect what others feel) and imitation (the ability to do what others do). They also require gathering, forms of social organization, and the religious must cooperate closely and communicate skillfully in extrafamilial groups, so they can circulate moral guidelines, shared beliefs, and ritual practices.

The appeal to superhuman forces and the imagining of ultimate aims requires certain cognitive processes. To ask and answer the big questions—like where did I come from and what will happen when I die?—the devout must be able to imagine beginnings and endings, the origin of things and the end of things. A ritual burial, for instance, makes no sense unless the mourners have some idea of an afterlife, and that forward-looking perspective requires the capacity for complex spatial and temporal representation. That means religion was possible only when our ancestors’ brains had evolved enough to do such things.

Finally, the religious employ tropes, or nonliteral language, to express all that. So they needed figurative tools
 for making and remaking imagined worlds; in other words, they needed the capacity to use symbols, tell stories, and make analogies.

When do we first see evidence of that figurative capacity—as well as the other conditions? Until recent findings changed the chronology, it had been common to point to grave goods, personal adornment, and cave art in the Upper Paleolithic period, or Old Stone Age, and argue that the ability to use symbols appeared suddenly between 40,000 and 50,000 years ago. Although the capacity for religion certainly had emerged by then, a few earlier behavioral milestones widen the scope to other Homo
 species and 
push back the timetable hundreds of thousands of years. Hominins applied natural pigment to decorate bodies and caves, and also used red ochre in the disposal of remains, as early as 300,000 years ago. And some date the first incontestable signs of symbolic thought to that time. In a Homo heidelbergensis
 burial in a deep Spanish sinkhole, excavators found a funerary gift—a pink hand axe—thrown in with the human remains. Even more signs of what scholars call “metaphysical anguish” appear in more purposeful burials later, in Neanderthal and Homo sapiens
 graves in Europe and Central Asia a little less than 100,000 years ago. All human populations were using symbols by then, and scholars of the distant past find symbolically mediated communication among Homo sapiens
 in the incised red ochre, shell beads, and painted images in Blombos Cave on the western cape of South Africa 75,000 years ago.

Signs of nonliteral communication and symbolic action appeared quite early, then, but the excavated traces of religion really start to accumulate in the archaeological record of Homo sapiens
 after 40,000 years ago. By 30,000 years ago, Homo sapiens
 were the only surviving member of the wider human family, and their symbolic communication, moral norms, and ritual action had helped strengthen the bonds of those small hunter-gatherer groups, and probably even afforded them an evolutionary advantage. Our ancestors had built cultural niches in varied ecological settings in Africa, Europe, and Asia that allowed for greater innovation and cooperation than other primates.

So we could start the story of Homo sapiens
 religion at many sites after that moment of cultural evolution. To find early signs of worry and wonder, we can turn to the plains of modern Russia, where two children were interred in a long shallow grave that dates to about 26,000 years ago: a boy and girl covered with red ochre, or hematite, the natural pigment also found at Blombos and many other Paleolithic sites. The mourners also adorned the pair with an extraordinary array of grave goods, including five 
thousand perforated ivory beads, hundreds of perforated fox teeth, and ivory animal carvings. Or we could point to early cave art, which shows foragers’ animal ceremonialism. They imagined wild animals as spirits to be engaged. Just as intriguing, however, are the dozens of portable human figurines, mostly female, found from Italy to Siberia, including the so-called Venus of Willendorf, who was unearthed in present-day Austria. Hunter-gatherers had carved that five-inch limestone image of a mature woman about 25,000 years ago. The ochre-covered image, which was small enough to be carried in one hand, had enlarged breasts and wide hips like later fertility goddesses. She also had a large belly that might have signaled either the effects of longevity or the promise of abundance. Whether those foragers associated the figurine with the generative power of birth or the sustaining gift of food, it almost certainly served a religious purpose. She was a goddess, ancestor, or spirit who played some role in the community’s stories, and they appealed to her spiritual power to bring good things or guard against bad things. And everyone needed protection in those precarious times. Subsistence was a struggle. Men and boys hunted wild animals. Women did dangerous, back-breaking work. Babies—and sometimes mothers—died during childbirth.

Shamans played a central role in the religious system that responded to worry as well as wonder, and one shamanic burial in the Near East offers more clues about foraging religion. That 12,000-year-old grave of a petite elderly woman at Hilazon Tachtit is in a funerary cave about eight miles from the Mediterranean in modern Israel. Excavators found evidence of ritual feasting on wild cattle and tortoises, and they unearthed a large number of grave goods—not only red ochre, but also fifty complete tortoise shells and the body parts of local and distant animals, including a wild boar, an eagle, and a leopard. In fact, that woman’s elaborate grave, archaeologists suggest, was one of the earliest burials of a shaman. So we can begin the broader narrative of global religion at that cave or at those other sites in South Africa, Russia, or 
Austria where those who dug graves, painted rock, and sculpted figurines lived in small itinerant bands that followed the food, seasonally picking plants and tracking game. They probably imagined the wild animals they pursued as superhuman spirits, as we can see from the painted narratives left in caves and the animal parts left in graves. And they seemed to focus on infrequent and highly emotional rituals, like the communal feasts that celebrated a successful hunt or memorialized a spiritual guide.

However, after that cave burial 12,000 years ago, communal lifeways—and spiritual life—began to change.

From foraging to farming religion

The transition from Paleolithic animal symbolism and food-finding to Neolithic food-growing and agricultural imagery was sporadic. Already underway by about 10,000 years ago, or 8000 bce
, that transition occurred independently in at least seven global regions. Early cultivators in the Near East were growing wheat by 9000 bce
, and about the same time other experimental foragers were beginning to plant leren, a potato-like crop, in Las Vegas—no, not that one, but the ancient settlement in southwestern Ecuador. And if we adjusted the timetable and changed the crop, we could add stories about other early planters and plants in Mesoamerica, the Andes, New Guinea, and Asia. Rice cultivation appeared in India, Southeast Asia, and China by 6000 bce
, for example. The new agricultural lifeway spread at different times and in different ways. Where itinerant or semi-sedentary hunter-gatherers were introducing small-scale cultivation, the process was slower; where large-scale tilling and herding were imposed by invading colonizers, the change happened more quickly.

The Neolithic Era in the Near East seems to have been brought on by a convergence of climatic, religious, and social changes. The cultivation of plants and the domestication of animals appeared after the climate changes at the end of the Ice Age. The warmer 
and wetter conditions transformed the maritime and terrestrial ecology. Sea levels rose, land masses submerged, and forests expanded. Vegetation grew along river valleys, as in the region along the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers known as the Fertile Crescent, where locals began to intentionally cultivate wild grains like wheat and barley. Religion played a role in that transition too. The convening of ceremonies and the construction of architecture fostered the social differentiation and shared identity needed in larger sedentary populations dependent on farming. In particular, communal ritual feasting and labor-intensive monument-building created social bonds within hunter-gatherer bands, but those performative and material expressions of religion also could create even broader group identities in larger farming communities where residents did not all know each other.

But the new utilitarian tools (plows and grinding stones) did not appear suddenly, and neither did the new figurative tools (agricultural metaphors and harvest festivals). To trace the gradual transition from food-gathering religion to food-producing religion, we might look at Jericho, the Jordan Valley site with a tower that was built by early farmers around 8000 bce
, but let’s consider a late-Paleolithic site and a Neolithic site in Anatolia or Asia Minor, near the Fertile Crescent. Southern Turkey’s Göbekli Tepe (9600–8200 bce
) provides an early example of monumental architecture constructed by foragers. That hilltop ritual site displayed carved symbolic animals on the two hundred limestone pillars that were arranged in twenty circles. Animal symbolism persisted in that semi-sedentary community, even if the structure’s construction and ornamentation foreshadowed some aspects of the social life of an agricultural community that would appear later about 250 miles west of Göbekli Tepe.

The thirty-two-acre village of Çatalhöyük in Anatolia offers an interesting example of an early farming settlement (7400–6500 bce
) that retained hunting practices and animal imagery—wild bulls and leopards—while also planting wheat and beans. That 
relatively small and homogeneous community on the floodplain of the Çarşamba River lived in a hive of contiguous units made of sun-dried bricks, which residents entered by a ladder from the roof, a bit like the pueblos of the American Southwest. Çatalhöyük villagers retained the shamanic-centered ritual and art that had characterized the Paleolithic period. They crafted human and animal figurines, and placed animal horns, including those of bulls, in the walls. They also pictured wild animals on the murals that decorated their dwellings and shrines. But we also see home burials more characteristic of sedentary Neolithic farmers. At Çatalhöyük’s House B60, for example, mourners interred a young mother who died around 6500 bce
, with the skull of her full-term baby still lodged in the birth canal. The burials continued, but that early farming community’s ritual life changed, though it is impossible to say whether those religious changes prompted the lifeway transition or creatively adapted to it. In any case, scholars studying Çatalhöyük have found that as agriculture and domestication intensified, residents’ rituals also became more frequent but less emotional. Ritual life was being routinized, and even though shamans would play a role in some early states, as in Shang China, new kinds of ritual specialists, priests, came to be the main presiders at the stationary devotional centers in small-scale farming or herding villages and, later, in agriculturally supported towns, cities, and empires.



[image: ]


8. This map shows the Fertile Crescent, a region along the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, where ancient residents began to cultivate wild grains, and Anatolia in present-day Turkey, where there is monumental architecture constructed by foragers at Göbekli Tepe as well as the early farming settlement of Çatalhöyük.





Small-scale farming continued in hamlets across the globe, and agriculture did not lead inevitably to urban sprawl and imperial states. Yet intensive farming in complex societies did have epoch-changing religious and social consequences, as in four river valley civilizations that flourished between 3500 and 2000 bce:
 along the Nile in Egypt, the Indus in present-day Pakistan and northwestern India, the Tigris and Euphrates in Iraq, and the Yellow River in China. In religious life, cultivators produced more elaborate sacred art and architecture and convened larger communal rituals. Growing seasons regulated farmers’ ritual life, and the residential stability that came with agriculture facilitated 
the growth of religio-political institutions that could transmit communal guidelines. Eventually, in cultures with a writing system, conceptualizing or systematic religious reflection appeared, as agricultural surplus freed up time for spiritual specialists. Although Islam’s holy book came later, some important texts associated with the major religious traditions were composed or compiled in complex agricultural societies between 1000 bce
 and 200 ce
, including the Rigveda
 (1400–1000 bce
), the five Confucian classics (1000–250 bce
), the Prophetic books of the Bible (after 750 bce
), the Upaniṣads
 (600 bce
), the Lunyu
 (Analects) of Kongzi or Confucius (third century bce
), the Daodejing
, attributed to Daoism’s founder Laozi (third century bce
), the Pāli Buddhist canon (first century bce
), the four canonical Christian Gospels (65–95 ce
), and the Mengzi
 (second century ce
), a Confucian text. Even if some of these very different texts challenged the contemporary social situation—the Daodejing
 called for a return to an earlier age—they all employed the agricultural metaphors that emerged from everyday life, as with Jesus’s Parable of the Sower (Mark 4:1–20), the Daodejing
’s notion of the dao
 as the “root” of all things (chapter 16), and Mengzi’s talk of the “sprouts” of moral virtue (2A6, 6A7).

Intensive agriculture also had transforming effects on social life in those valleys, and in other places. Over time, the local populations swelled. And because increasing numbers of people needed to live where crops were planted, processed, and distributed, more and more gathered in and around cities. That higher residential density increased the chance of disease, since infection could spread more easily. The residents of those farming towns and cities were less healthy. Cultivation did allow some food security—they produced the calories their Paleolithic ancestors sought—but, as an analysis of their bones tells us, the diet of agriculturalists often was insufficiently diverse and lacking in protein and vitamins. There were also unintended ecological consequences, like deforestation and soil erosion, as farmers modified the landscape by clearing fields, moving earth, and redirecting 
streams. The Egyptians, for instance, diverted water from the Nile using irrigation ditches, dams, and canals, but sometimes that meant neighbors had less water. And if a farming town abandoned hunting and gathering, or focused too much on a single crop, weather changes or insect infestation could bring nutritional stress, even famine. Harvesting crops—as well as constructing enormous sacred spaces—also required political centralization and labor management. A division of labor assigned tasks and classified people. That social differentiation meant that some did the least valued work. Stratification, even stifling hierarchy, crept in. That social inequity, when combined with residential density, sometimes heightened intracommunal conflict, and where the rulers of the agriculture-based state extended their authority and created an empire it brought interstate warfare.

Ancient religious empires, 550 bce–476 ce


Neither farming nor farming religion caused
 the rise of empires, but the entwining of political power and religious symbols in a state with cultivated surplus sustained imperial regimes. All four of those river valley civilizations—Egyptian, Mesopotamian, Harappan, and Chinese—affirmed what scholars call divine kingship, the notion that the ruler has a mandate from heaven or a mission from the gods. Early imperial rulers repurposed the older foraging religion and the more recent farming religion to meet new political ends. They began to use religious symbols and myths to centralize power and conquer peoples on a new scale. As the subjugators and the subjugated learned in Archaemenian Persia (550–331 bce
), the largest empire before Rome emerged (246 bce
–476 ce
), religion was remarkably well suited to the imperial task. Cyrus the Great founded that empire, and we know a little about what he thought because he left royal inscriptions, like one from 539 bce
 that began in Old Persian, “I am Cyrus, King of the World …,” and went on to list his fourteen other titles. Cyrus and his successors were not shy. That is because they understood their Archaemenian Empire, which stretched from 
Egypt to India, as a religious undertaking on behalf of “the Wise Lord,” Ahura Mazdā, the Iranian deity who would become the central (good) god of the Zoroastrian tradition. As the inscriptions show, the rulers appealed to sacred stories about the beginning and end of the world. The Wise Lord had created a “wondrous” world, but things later went wrong. The emperor, inscriptions declared, was chosen by the creator to save the world and restore the earth’s original perfection at the end of history. So imperial subjects needed to follow the emperor’s commands and perform the required rituals, especially the daily sacrifices, to help bring on this new world. That loyalty and those rites would help the ruler defend “truth” (arta
) against its adversary, “the Lie” (Drauga
). And, to provide a material sign of progress, in each newly conquered area the emperor ordered servants to build a lush walled garden, which anticipated the “paradise” (paridaida
) that was to come.

Well, predictably, paradise did not come. The Persian Empire was overthrown 220 years later by the army of Alexander of Macedon, who had his own imperial ambitions, but other ancient and medieval empires would repeat the Archaemenian pattern, even if the agricultural technology, royal language, and justifying god would change. Two years after Alexander’s death, the Mauryan Empire (321–181 bce
) was founded in India. But when the horrific Kalinga war waged by the emperor Aśoka (r. 269–232 bce
) killed and displaced thousands, it left the ruler repentant, as we know from royal inscriptions on pillars, cave walls, and rocks. He scattered those public messages written in Greek, Aramaic, and Prakrit (the vernacular language) around the Indian subcontinent. Aśoka hoped to prevent his descendants from starting other imperial wars. He urged future rulers, and all his subjects, to “consider moral conquest the only true conquest,” as Rock Edict 13 put it. After his change of heart, he sent Buddhist emissaries to spread the dharma, the Buddha’s spiritual and moral teaching, and waged no other wars to extend the empire. Aśoka’s Rock Edict 12 even urged peacefulness toward non-Buddhists: “The faiths of 
others all deserve to be honored …,” that inscription read, “by honoring them, one exalts one’s own faith.”

Medieval religious empires, 400–1500

A few centuries later, beleaguered Christians in the Roman Empire might have welcomed Aśoka’s spirit as they tried to survive periodic persecutions. More like the Archaemenian Empire under Cyrus than the Mauryan Empire under Aśoka, Rome had its imperial gods too. Citizens were expected to give homage to the gods of the state or, during some reigns, risk torture and death. The emperor Constantine, who was more sympathetic to Christianity, came to power in 306 and became convinced by 312 that the Christian faith had offered his army supernatural protection. One of Constantine’s successors, Theodosius, went further. He made Christianity the official religion of the Roman Empire in 395. “Pagan” peoples across Europe would contest Christian rule in the following centuries, but the union of the imperial and the spiritual continued, as when Pope Leo III crowned Charlemagne emperor in 800. And by 1000 Christianity, along with Buddhism and Islam, had expanded geographically. Buddhism became the state religion in China’s Tang dynasty (618–906), though Neo-Confucianism would dominate during the Song (960–1279). In Nara, Japan’s early imperial capital, the emperor dedicated an enormous temple, Tōdaiji, in 752, and that site housed the administrative offices for all Buddhists on the islands. Japan would remain a predominantly Buddhist state until the modern era. A Muslim empire dominated by the caliphs, or successors of Muhammad, also emerged from 632 to 1258, and during that era Islamic rule was established in Cordoba. That Iberian city was “the brilliant ornament of the world,” one Christian nun suggested, and a place where Jews and Christians, as “People of the Book,” had legal standing.

In the agricultural states of the medieval and early modern world, there were some instances of peaceful coexistence and interreligious conversation, but more moments of conflict, even 
violence. Francis of Assisi visited Egypt, where he crossed battle lines to talk with Sultan al-Kāmil in 1219, and later in the thirteenth century a Flemish friar inspired by that encounter participated in a debate farther east in the Mongol imperial capital of Qaraquorum. The Mongols, who had a vast empire during the thirteenth century, practiced shamanic divination and ancestor worship, but most of the rulers, or khans (qaghan
), were pragmatically open to faiths that promised aid in this life or the next. The Mongol court welcomed Nestorian Christians, who had separated from the Latin-speaking church, as well as Buddhists and Muslims. Friar William of Rubruck engaged all those faiths in Qaraquorum, where he participated in a memorable Muslim-Nestorian-Buddhist debate in 1254. The Western Christian reported, as might be expected, that he won the verbal sparring. That did not seem to change the Mongol leader’s ideas about global domination, however. When William left in July, the Great Khan gave him a letter for King Louis that instructed the monarch to submit and recognize the Christian state’s subordinate place in the Mongol’s world empire. Dialogue did not help much, it seems, but at least no one took up arms during the debate.

We cannot say the same about Christian-Muslim-Jewish relations around the world between 1095, when Pope Urban II announced the First Crusade, and 1492, when Christian monarchs expelled Jews and Muslims from Spain. After Muslim colonial expansion had reached Jerusalem and the lands they both called “holy,” Islamic and Christian combatants who were promised spiritual reward fought a protracted series of battles. The Muslims who died fighting the infidels would gain paradise, and Christians who took up the sword could expect their reward too, as the sculptural program and liturgical music at Chartres Cathedral made clear. The sculpture portrayed two Crusader saints, St. Eustace and St. George, and Interni festi gaudia
, a twelfth-century song performed at Chartres and in the Holy Land, praised the Crusades and lifted up those soldiers as moral exemplars. It ended by imploring Jesus, who was addressed as “O unique Emperor”: 
“Make Christians increase in strength / and the impious waste away / so that the entire kingdom may be subdued / by your almighty power.”

Modern religious empires, 1500–1750

Meanwhile, during the last centuries of the Age of Agriculture, the domain of Islam (Dār al-Islām
) continued to grow as Muslims planted more empires, including the Ottoman Turks (1412–1918), the Safavids of Persia (1500–1779), and the Mughals of India (1526–1730), where the seventeenth-century ruler Shāh Jahān, self-declared “king of the world,” commissioned the Taj Mahal as a majestic white marble tomb for his favorite wife. Catholics could brag about Rome’s St. Peter’s Basilica, also completed in the seventeenth century, but both Catholics and Protestants turned their attention to the task of expanding the domain of Christianity, or Christendom. More precisely, before and after Europe’s Age of Religious Wars (1559–1689) Protestant and Catholic empires used new seafaring technology and time-worn political theology to compete not only with Buddhist states and Muslim empires, but also with their fellow Christians as they sailed for Asia and the Americas. The Portuguese Catholic mariner Vasco da Gama reached India in 1500; John Cabot, an Italian navigator commissioned by England, discovered a route across the North Atlantic in 1496; and Christopher Columbus, sailing for Spain, made his way to the Caribbean in 1492.

Columbus, who started colonizing Native Peoples the next year, saw himself as a crusader of sorts. He signed letters “Christ-bearer” and believed he was continuing the Spanish monarchy’s campaign to confront and convert non-Christians. He was bringing Christ to the heathen in the Americas. And between 1500 and 1750, European oceanic empires competed for souls and soil. In a variation of the ancient Archaemenian approach, European rulers and officials baptized their colonial campaign in the name of Christianity. Their king had been called by God, and the colonized, they said, were culturally inferior and spiritually 
imperiled. They were destined for hell. It was the ruler’s Christian duty to bring them Christ’s saving message—as well as Europe’s superior (agricultural) civilization. Most early modern monarchs and missionaries seemed to sincerely believe that, but colonization had tragic consequences, intended and unintended. The colonizers unwittingly spread disease as they transferred biota—not only seedlings and sperm, but germs as well. They also violently displaced peoples, Indigenous and African. In the Americas, those religiously sanctioned colonial processes began with Columbus and continued in colonies governed by the Catholic Spanish, Portuguese, and French, as well as the Protestant English, Danish, and Dutch.

Native displacement and decimation accelerated in the Aztec ceremonial center in the Valley of Mexico and the Incan ceremonial center in the Andes, where there had been great agricultural states for centuries. When Hernán Cortés arrived in Tenochtitlán in 1519 and Francisco Pizarro marched into Cuzco in 1533, colonizers were meeting colonizers in those high-altitude capital cities. Like the Spanish Catholics, both the Aztecs and the Incas had conquered peoples and established religiously figured interaction spheres where outlying political units paid tribute and sent crops to the capital. They both used a capital-centered civic religion, legitimated by cherished myths and elaborate rites, to justify the tribute, control the territories, and unify the worldviews. European-Indigenous encounters in both capitals started with Native attempts to establish alliances by exchanging goods and mates, but that did not work. Imperial representatives had come with the Bible and the plow because they wanted to introduce religion (which the locals already had) and agriculture (which they had too, even earlier than most Europeans). Discoveries of gold and silver in the world they called “new” prompted heightened interest in extractive economies. But as the Native population was decimated by violence and disease, the Spanish—and other Christian colonizers—began to replace forced Indigenous labor in the mines and on the plantations with 
enslaved Africans. By the time the crossings stopped, about 12.5 million Africans had been forcibly deported, with ports such as Liverpool serving as nodes in the transatlantic network that included complicit African traders who transported locals captured in wars or raids.

As isolated settler outposts in the Americas gradually became interconnected imperial provinces, a crisis of sustainability flared up; between 1650 and 1750, empires’ emissaries sanctioned that displacement and enslavement. The English colony of Barbados, for example, became a global sugar producer by 1680, and the average plantation had eighty slaves working in brutal conditions. On the island and back in London, a few religiously inspired dissenters spoke out, but the imperial church and state mostly made things worse. Throughout this period some Protestant and Catholic leaders continued to preach a gospel of equality, but most European newcomers did little to defend Native Peoples, resist African slavery, or restore damaged niches.

The colonial crisis would remain unresolved as stressed spaces like the mission and the plantation became increasingly unsustainable, since export agriculture and merchant capitalism depended on forced labor and inequitable distribution. The European imperial competition, being fought in Africa and Asia as well as the Americas, would continue until a global conflict between Protestant and Catholic empires called the Seven Years’ War started in 1756. It would be the last of the religious wars, but, since it involved every continent and all major European states, it also would be the first world
 war. As empires clashed, the effects were felt from India to America. If you were keeping score—and everyone was—Protestant Britain gained the most. Yet the victor’s American colonies soon would seek the sanction of “Nature’s God” for a rebellion that would lead, by the end of the Revolutionary War, to the rise of a new nation-state—and a vigorous form of the religious nationalism that continues to shape the world today. That new form of political organization, the nation, would be key 
after 1789, and especially between 1840 and 1940, when global migrations changed societies and the Industrial Age supplanted the Agricultural Age.

From agricultural to industrial religion

The first big factory building, England’s Derby Silk Mill, opened in 1721, but the shift from growing crops to manufacturing products—and the move from mercantile to industrial capitalism—really started in a rural village near Manchester, England, in 1784, when an Ulster-born Protestant founded Quarry Bank Mill. That cotton mill, which got its first raw material from the Caribbean and its first child workers from the poorhouse, sat at the confluence of two streams, and it used a water wheel to power new spinning machines to manufacture yarn. By 1816 its 252 employees were producing almost 350,000 pounds of yarn each year. Cotton was not new. It was mentioned in the Rigveda
 and grown or imported in early empires from the Indus Valley to the Andes. But for the first time a water-powered machine was transforming the fluffy white fiber into profitable finished cloth. Soon more efficient machines would use steam power, and, as the nineteenth century went on, the steam engine would power ships and trains as it also mechanized production. Coal would fuel this First Industrial Revolution, but religion nudged it along too, as most spiritual leaders embraced this lifeway change and factories—and factory religion—spread to continental Europe, the United States, and Japan by 1900.

This transition, like the shift to farming, was complicated. The perplexing question of why an industrial revolution began in England and not, for example, in China has preoccupied countless interpreters. There have been almost as many theories as theorists. Some explanations focus on material, ecological, or psychological factors. One account suggests that it had to do with the individualistic psychology produced by European wheat farming, which could be done by a single person or family, as 
opposed to the collectivist psychology generated by Chinese rice farming, which required communal cooperation. Those individualistic wheat farmers, the argument goes, were more inclined to the innovation that led to the new industrial technologies. Other interpreters have pointed to religious differences. It was Protestantism, they say, with its emphasis on the ordinary believer’s ability to interpret scripture, that empowered the individual and cultivated the self-discipline that led to the rise of a merchant class of prosperous Protestants in port cities like London. That religiously inspired commercial revolution, these interpreters suggest, created the capitalists ready to invest in the new factories. We can’t settle this long debate here and must only conclude that multiple factors, including religious ones, were at work.

Fortunately, there is more agreement about the social and ecological effects of the Industrial Revolution. Population density grew even more. Housing and health worsened for the rural migrants who moved from farms to factories. That meant even more exposure to disease, and the city dwellers’ descendants were also less equipped to deal with germs. Farmers’ exposure to microbes through daily contact with dirt had immunized them from some illnesses, but later generations lost that protection in the industrial city. And those cities got bigger. So did the gap between the poor and the rich. The economic and social hierarchy put industrial capitalists at the top and wage workers at the bottom. The pace of life changed too. Humans managed time in a new way. It was no longer determined by seasonal shifts or the sun’s rising and setting, as it was for farmers. Factory bells now rang to signal the start and end of days, and workers had to keep up with the speed of the machines and the needs of the market. That is one reason the Japanese started to buy Western time pieces, clocks for homes and pocket watches for managers, just as the nation started to industrialize. Finally, industrialization also had its visible and invisible ecological consequences. Many contemporaries commented on the grime of coal-powered factory 
towns, but we now know what they did not—that by the 1830s the release of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases had begun to slowly warm the earth. So climate change, as well as economic disparity, originated with the human-made effects of the Industrial Revolution.

The rise of industry did not mean the demise of religion. Friedrich Engels, the atheist coauthor of the Communist Manifesto
 (1848), suggested in his earlier study of the English working class that religion was dying out. But that prediction proved wrong, or at least incomplete, as did later forecasts during the 1960s. Religion has not gone away in our century, and it did not go away with the rise of industrialization in the 1800s.

The situation did change, however, and some changes invigorated religion, at least as it was practiced by the elite and the middling classes. Global historians have suggested that the nineteenth century saw a reemergence and expansion of religion around the world. Aggressive European Christian empires and insurgent non-European states promoted religion as a source of their unifying identity, as ancient empires had done. Global religious institutions also consolidated—not only the Catholic Church, with its increasingly Vatican-centered devotion, but also groups of Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims, and Protestants, who benefitted from the advances in transportation and communication. Faster railroad and steamship transportation allowed those of the same faith to collaborate, and those who wanted to persuade nonbelievers could reach them more quickly. After 1844 the telegraph allowed faster communication. The first telegraph message quoted the Bible—“What hath God wrought”—and globalizing religious networks took advantage of the “miracle” of the age. In August 1858, Queen Victoria of Britain sent a message to US president James Buchanan across a new underwater cable, and reactions on both sides of the Atlantic used religious language to herald a new age of international cooperation. One New York newspaper attributed the invention to “the directing hand of 
Providence,” and predicted it would “accelerate the wheels of progress.” Further, as “the Great Peacemaker,” the telegraph would eliminate wars caused by misunderstanding. That didn’t happen, but the telegraph, along with inexpensive print culture and improved mail delivery, did allow middle-class adherents around the world to read magazine articles and books about their own and other faiths. Using translations that appeared by mid-century, for example, English speakers from Bombay to Boston could decide for themselves about the Bible, the Qurʾān, the Gītā
, and some Buddhist texts. They even could find a translation of Aśoka’s rock inscriptions, which led some spiritually disillusioned Americans and Europeans between 1880 and 1900 to conclude that Buddhism was better than Christianity at encouraging peaceful interactions among nations.

Hindu gurus from India and Buddhist priests from Japan agreed about Christianity’s defects, and they joined others on the move to cross the globe by 1900 to promote their traditions, including at Chicago’s World’s Parliament of Religions in 1893. Protestant missionaries from Europe and America also went just about everywhere a steamship or train could take them. There were round-trip spiritual journeys too, like the increased number of Muslim pilgrims who could travel to Mecca. The new transportation technologies also allowed unprecedented global migrations, and the transplanted carried their faiths and blended them with the dominant religion of their adopted homelands. Pushed by famine, religious persecution, or political unrest—and pulled by the promise of a better life—about 73 million Europeans and 22 million Chinese left home between 1840 and 1940, and those migrants diversified religious life where they settled, including in New York, Singapore, and Buenos Aires.

The modern industrial world did allow some wage laborers to sleep in on Sundays, as Engels hoped, but there were multiple ways of being modern, and most of them used religion to celebrate the factory, even if some spiritually minded reformers criticized its 
social effects. Industrialists around Manchester, the center of the First Industrial Revolution, viewed piety as an ally, not just for themselves but also for their employees. Managers and ministers exalted virtues promoted by the churches and necessary for factory life—punctuality, self-discipline, and frugality. In other words, they attended to religion and to the factory’s “moral economy,” as one British advocate put it. That meant monitoring what laborers did in the dormitory as well as on the factory floor, and it meant encouraging or requiring religious worship. Samuel Greg, who built Quarry Bank Mill in the rural village of Styal and owned a townhouse in nearby Manchester, circulated a list of moral infractions and corresponding fines, and in 1822 he built a Baptist chapel near Quarry Bank Mill, even though he was raised a Presbyterian and had converted to Unitarianism, a denomination that rejected Jesus’s divinity and emphasized his moral teaching. A number of Greg’s workers were Baptists, so he provided a space for worship, just as he also encouraged the child laborers living in his dormitories to attend the local Anglican parish church.

That “moral machinery” hummed and rattled in other industrial towns too. On both sides of the Atlantic, for example, wage workers “got religion” at Methodist-led revivals or got assistance at Unitarian-led “benevolent societies.” Factory workers in industrializing Łódź, then part of the Russian Empire, used Catholicism, Protestantism, and Judaism not only for psychic comfort but also to make things better through individual self-help, neighborly support, or political action. The owners of the first silk factories and cotton mills in late nineteenth-century Japan highlighted the link between the imperial state and Shintō, which imagined the emperor as divine. As seen in the lyrics of one song sung at a Japanese silk factory, manufacturers suggested work at the loom meant support for the empire: “Reel, reel the thread / Thread is the treasure of the empire!” There were even more systematic efforts in Lowell, Massachusetts, America’s first factory town, where a local Unitarian minister talked about the 
factory’s “moral machinery” as he championed the water-powered cotton mills that opened in 1826. Lowell, he pointed out, boasted supervised women’s boarding houses, posted lists of moral rules, and constructed lots of Christian churches, including one sponsored by the textile corporation. But factory religion was not just top-down. As the diaries and letters of Lowell’s female workers confirm, there was a surprising spiritual vitality and diversity in early industrializing cities.

For the first time, in 1850, more residents lived in towns than in the countryside in Britain, and by 1900 there were signs of a shift to industrialization and urbanization in the United States and western Europe. However, the great divergence between the North Atlantic world and Asia had widened dramatically. Outside of Japan, Asia still had little industry, and only 4 percent of the population in China and 11 percent in India lived in cites by then. But the Western lifeway transition also meant a shift from an organic to a mineral economy, and global coal production started to rise by 1850. Oil production would spike after 1920. The early nineteenth-century habitat had relied on the capture of solar energy, as farming communities had for a long time. The sun’s energy drove rain and wind patterns that generated wind for sails and falling water for mills. Plants, including the trees used as firewood for homes, steamboats, and factories, depended on the sun to grow. The emerging mineral niche, which intensively used fossil fuels, also relied indirectly on the solar energy that had produced hydrocarbons from the remains of plants and animals over millions of years. And some proponents of “natural theology” in Britain, which had a head start on extracting coal and sanctifying industry, suggested that God had created the conditions for coal to emerge in the Carboniferous Period about 300 million years ago. In other words, God made coal—and, indirectly, the new industrial habitat, which would depend first on coal and then on oil.

It happened at different times, but folks in the industrializing world found themselves becoming dependent on new energy sources as the First Industrial Revolution used water and steam power to mechanize manufacturing, and the Second used electric power to create mass production. To explain this onset of fossil-fuel dependency, some specialists have talked about the “momentum” of technological change, or the “infrastructure trap” in the built environment. But the language we have used about making and breaking niches also captures this process. In these terms, the West’s religiously inflected habitat was transitioning from an agricultural to an industrial niche.

Even though the technological innovations—and environmental impacts—were unevenly distributed in the “developed” and “developing” worlds, the new energy economies generated changes in daily life that would have global effects between 1840 and 1945. In short, the “wheels of progress” did not always run smoothly. New kinds of empires enriched by industrial capitalism sent missionaries to “civilize” and “convert” the heathen in Africa and Asia as a new era of religiously sanctioned colonialism began. One of the most famous British missionaries, Dr. David Livingstone, was diverted from his original goal of saving the Chinese and sailed for Africa instead. The Congregationalist preacher and medical doctor arrived in Cape Town in 1841, and he would spend thirty years in southern, central, and eastern Africa extoling the new industrial age and promising that colonialism, commerce, and Christianity would bring people together. “The tendency and spirit of the age are more and more towards the undertaking of industrial enterprises,” Livingstone wrote in one of his last journals, and “the extension and use of railroads, steamships, telegraphs, break down nationalities and bring peoples geographically remote into close connection commercially and politically. They make the world one, and capital, like water, tends to a common level.” Not all of the colonized, including Christian converts, agreed that there was economic leveling and that things were coming together. In fact, as the Nigerian writer Chinua 
Achebe suggested in his 1958 novel Things Fall Apart
, Christian missionaries and colonial officials destroyed Igbo communal life in Nigeria, the West African land that got missionaries in the 1880s and became a British protectorate in 1901. Missionaries destabilized the religious system that supported the local grazing and farming culture, and, as one character in Things Fall Apart
 observes, that had sad consequences: “All our gods are weeping.”

There would be other sources of grief—and signs of things coming apart—during the first half of the twentieth century. Racism surged during the 1920s, a depression struck during the 1930s, and capitalist and socialist nations that shared a faith in factories but disagreed about faith in God waged two world wars. Industrial nations were among the combatants; and religion—and anti-religion—played a role. Long-standing divisions among Orthodox, Catholic, and Muslim communities on Europe’s Balkan Peninsula grew into a global struggle among nation-states on St. Vitus Day in 1914. The Balkans had been freed from Ottoman Muslim rule the year before, so that Serbian Orthodox holy day commemorating Christians killed by Muslims in the Battle of Kosovo (1389) had heightened meaning. But the South Slav people who affiliated with the Orthodox Church still did not enjoy autonomy, since the Catholic Austro-Hungarian monarchy had recently annexed land in the Balkans. To destabilize that monarchy and unite South Slav peoples, a Bosnian-born atheist, whom the Serbian Orthodox Church would later honor as a “hero,” assassinated the Catholic heir to the Austrian throne on that holy day in 1914. That started a war which reached beyond southeastern Europe and included industrial powers like Britain, America, and Germany.

The First World War also ended on St. Vitus Day, with the signing of the Paris peace treaty in 1919, and two years later on that same day on the Serbian Orthodox calendar the constitution for a new Slav kingdom, later called Yugoslavia, took effect. Farther east, in lands where the Russian Orthodox Church had historic influence, 
Joseph Stalin succeeded the socialist revolutionary Vladimir Lenin as leader of the Soviet Union in 1924, and that dictator transformed the atheist state into an industrial power that fought beside Western allies in World War II. During that global conflict, stretching from 1939 to 1945, the state religion of Shintō justified Japan’s imperial military efforts, and Germany’s National Socialist (Nazi) Party affirmed a nonsectarian Christianity, while also pledging to “combat the Jewish-materialistic spirit at home and abroad.”

After 1945 the Jews, who lost six million people in the Nazi concentration camps, would get their own state, and so would many former colonies, including Achebe’s Nigeria. But that did not bring peace or justice. The postwar period became an atomic age when the United States dropped bombs on Japan to end the conflict, and for some the subsequent Cold War arms race tempered the older exuberance over technological wonders. However, it was still an industrial age, as even more nations, including the People’s Republic of China (1949), welcomed big factories, and almost everyone ignored the environmental effects and social costs as they sought access to fossil fuels, including in the increasingly volatile Middle East. In many places in the postwar world, human habitats seemed less sustainable, and by the twenty-first century the religious faced the daunting task of restoring those niches while also negotiating another big lifeway transition.



Chapter 5



Global religion today


It was still unclear after 1945 whether religion—and the nationalist impulses and industrial economies it sometimes sanctioned—was bringing things together or pulling them apart. That question was even harder to answer after the 1970s, when politically assertive religion staged a comeback, global flows intensified, and environmental damage accelerated. It was also a time when silicon microprocessors and utopian spiritual visions facilitated another big transition—from the Industrial Age to the Information Age.

The best available evidence suggests that today more than eight in ten people in the world identify with a religious group. Of those who do, there are about 2.3 billion Christians (31.1 percent of the religious population), about half of them Catholic, and 1.9 billion Muslims (24.9 percent), of whom about 87 percent are Sunni. The 1.1 billion Hindus (15.2 percent) and the more than 500 million Buddhists (6.6 percent) make up the other largest groups of religious adherents today. But about 400 million people (6 percent) practice an Indigenous or “folk” tradition. There are also about 14 million Jews worldwide (.2 percent). Slightly less than 1 percent of the global population (58 million) identify with all of the rest of the religions, including the Bahá’í faith, Daoism, Jainism, Shinto, Sikhism, and Zoroastrianism. For example, there are about 25 million Sikhs, most of them in India, and at least 
4 million Jains there too, according to the national census. The Bahá’í faith reports 5 million adherents. Daoists are difficult to count, but one estimate suggests there are about 8 million, mostly in China.

Christianity is the most evenly dispersed tradition, spreading in all directions from its cradle land in Palestine. It is a majority faith in Europe, the Americas, and Australia, and has a major presence in sub-Saharan Africa. Islam, which originated in western Arabia, predominates in a wide swath from western Africa to western Asia. Hinduism, which spread south from its natal region in the Indus Valley, mostly still concentrates in the Asia-Pacific region, and Buddhism spread into South and East Asia from its origin near the Ganges River in India. Only these four traditions can claim national or regional dominance, though about three-quarters of the world’s 1.1 billion “unaffiliated” persons live in the populous Asia-Pacific region. More than half of the residents of China and Japan are “nones,” for instance.

The map of the global religious landscape provides a useful overview, but it does not tell the full story. It does not show, for example, the local pluralism that flourishes amid the regional dominance. Buddhism retains some of its historic significance in both Japan, where more than a third of residents affiliate with the tradition, and the People’s Republic of China, where more than 18 percent still embrace the Buddha’s teachings—even after the Cultural Revolution (1966–76) persecuted adherents and the Chinese state continued to oversee the five officially recognized religions (Buddhism, Daoism, Catholicism, Protestantism, and Islam). The map distorts in another way. It seems to suggest that the unaffiliated are regionally confined to Asia, mostly in socialist states. Yet if we look at the second-largest category, we find that “nones” also have a presence in a number of Christian-majority democratic countries, including Great Britain (27.8 percent), Australia (24.2 percent), the United States (16.4 percent), and Norway (10 percent). Visualizing the religious world in terms of 
regional dominance also obscures the enduring presence of Indigenous and folk traditions. These traditions predominate in just three countries (Macau, Taiwan, and Vietnam), but they are the second largest in twenty-three others, including China.
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9. Based on the findings of the Pew-Templeton Global Religious Futures Project, this map shows the majority religion in each country. It portrays the wide geographical dispersal of Christianity and the regional concentrations of Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, as well as those who tell researchers they are not affiliated with any religion.





The map also obscures change over time. There are 370 million Indigenous people around the world today, but that statistic and this map do not reveal that adherents have been declining because of the impact of religious colonization and missionary activity between 1840 and 1940. In sub-Saharan Africa, for example, the followers of African traditional religions constitute about 7 percent of the contemporary population, but those faiths have been challenged by the stunning regional growth of Christianity and Islam since 1900. Other twentieth-century changes also reconfigured the global religious landscape, including the partitioning of Hindu India and Muslim Pakistan when the Indian subcontinent achieved independence from Britain in 1948. Political borders, like lines on a map, do not always neatly divide religious worlds, however. A substantial Muslim population remains in contemporary India, which now has nine of ten Hindus, but could boast the world’s largest Muslim population by 2050. Further, Hindus’ presence outside India is also obscured by the mapmakers. There are significant Hindu populations on the nearby island of Sri Lanka (13.6 percent), which has a Muslim and Christian presence too, and, in the Americas, in Trinidad and Tobago (23 percent) and Suriname (19.8 percent).

Finally, nine countries have no clear religious majority. Nigeria, for example, now has almost identical proportions of Christians (49.3 percent) and Muslims (48.4 percent). And no tradition predominates in Asian nations with a continuing Buddhist presence, like Taiwan, South Korea, and Vietnam. In Singapore, one of the receiving nations during the global migrations between 1840 and 1940, Buddhism claims the most adherents (33.9 percent), but sizeable Christian, Muslim, and Hindu populations make its religious landscape remarkably diverse
.

Coming together and coming apart, 1945–1975

During the first decades of the postwar period, the unifying forces seemed to be winning. Representatives from dozens of countries formed intergovernmental organizations, such as the World Bank (1944), the International Monetary Fund (1945), and the United Nations (1945), to coordinate economic development and enhance political cooperation. Equally important, even though eight nations abstained—the Soviet bloc, South Africa, and Saudi Arabia—a religiously diverse group that included a Catholic, Confucian, Hindu, and Muslim successfully negotiated the UN’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), which proclaimed that “the inherent dignity” and “equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice, and peace in the world.”

The World Council of Churches, which includes most Protestant and Eastern Orthodox bodies, was organized in Amsterdam in 1948, and by the mid-sixties the Roman Catholic Church, which had condemned modernity, would endorse church-state separation, interreligious dialogue, and humane global development. The Catholic priest Gustavo Gutiérrez was trying to reimagine economic “development” when he proposed his emerging “liberation theology” at a conference in Chimbote, Peru, in the summer of 1968. God, he argued, was on the side of the oppressed. That new approach, which would influence Asia and Africa as well as the Americas, sought to close the gap between the rich and the poor.

There were other gaps to close as well. Feminist theologies championing gender equity emerged at this time, and spiritually inspired movements for civil rights also imagined a more just social order. That happened in the United States, where Christian leaders such as Martin Luther King Jr. pressed for racial justice, and in India, where B. R. Ambedkar, a Buddhist convert and former untouchable, challenged the caste system and became the 
chief draftsman of the nation’s new constitution. Like India, former colonies in the Americas, Asia, and Africa became autonomous nations between the 1940s and 1960s. Some were secular states that initially promised civil and religious protections.

The global spread of the factory brought some economic improvement, and new technologies brought people together. The first commercial communication satellite was launched in 1965. Television allowed a large and diverse audience to share common experiences, notably the 1969 moon walk, and NASA’s lunar orbiter also provided the first photograph of the whole Earth from space. That image, which pictured humans’ shared home, became an icon for the global environmental movement that was taking shape. The first flight of the Boeing 747 jumbo jet took off that same year, making the world even smaller. The world felt smaller for the religious too. Adherents could fly to sacred spaces more quickly, but even believers who stayed home could connect with coreligionists by telephone or tune in to get a televised glimpse of religious pluralism by watching coverage of worshippers praying at the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem or bathing in the sacred waters of the Ganges in Benares.

On the other hand, between 1945 and 1975 things also seemed to be coming apart, and religion was a fragmenting force. Many suggested there were now three worlds: a “First World” of free market nations; a communist “Second World”; and a poorer, nonindustrial but emergent “Third World.” First and Second World rivalries dominated the period. In fact, tensions between the “greedy capitalists” of the God-affirming West and the “godless Communists” of the Soviet Union and China brought the world to the brink of nuclear war more than once in the Cold War period, including during the thirteen-day standoff of the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis. In these years, the decolonizing nations struggled to decide on the place of religion in public life, and clashes among the religious—or between religious and Marxist factions—sparked 
civil wars or triggered state aggression. On the Indian subcontinent, for example, a Hindu nationalist assassinated Mohandas Gandhi, and it was only the partition dividing Muslim Pakistan and Hindu India that seemed able to temporarily quell interreligious violence.

Chinese troops entered Buddhist Tibet in 1959 and exiled its religious and political leader, Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama. Religious civil wars were waged in Burma and Cyprus. And during the Six-Day War of 1967, displaced Palestinians and their allies in Muslim-majority nations battled the US-backed Israelis, who expanded their borders by capturing the Gaza Strip and the Sinai Peninsula. In Northern Ireland, the Protestant British enclave established by seventeenth-century colonization and solidified during the dividing of the Catholic South and Protestant North in 1921, erupted into what amounted to a religious civil war in 1968. “The Troubles,” as locals called that inter-Christian conflict, would kill almost four thousand people over the next three decades.

During the mid-sixties, weariness at global religious conflict and optimism about proliferating secular states mingled with the widespread perception that religion was—and should be—receding to the private sphere. “Is God Dead?,” Time
 magazine’s cover story asked in 1966. Some of the war-weary on the ground and many academics on campus said yes—and good riddance. However, few of those prognosticators of secularism were paying attention to Protestant evangelical preachers, who continued to draw crowds at revivals around the world, or to Muslims and Buddhists who were starting to make claims on public space in decolonizing nations. Only slowly did some journalists and scholars notice that young people were not rejecting all religion. They were instead looking back and turning east. By 1968 a global countercultural movement was challenging the Judeo-Christian tradition that participants blamed for creating bloody wars, smokestack pollution, and social inequality. There were socialists 
whose atheist utopia involved revolution, of course, but many young people, from Portland to Paris, sought spiritual alternatives from Indigenous and Asian traditions. Some traveled to India or Japan to find wisdom. Others set out for the thousands of new utopian communities, where cultural dissenters sought a way of life more attuned to the seasonal rhythms of the farm than the workday whistle of the factory.

Coming together and coming apart, 1976–2007

Pol Pot, the Marxist dictator who led the Khmer Rouge regime in Cambodia in 1976, had agrarian utopian dreams too, though they involved the forced relocation of his people to farming collectives, and—even though he was raised as a Buddhist—he advocated the systematic destruction of Buddhism. As many as 2.5 million Cambodians died by 1979. Soldiers and police officers destroyed one-third of the Buddhist temples, and many monks were killed or exiled. That experience, and a violence-supporting interpretation of a Buddhist text, the Mahāvaṃsa
, would be remembered in Sri Lanka in 1983, as the minority Hindu Tamils rose up against the ruling Sinhalese Buddhists. Hindus also engaged in interreligious violence that threatened to unravel the social fabric in India, where tensions with Muslims persisted and Sikhs demanded a separate homeland. To contain those Sikh separatists, in 1984 the Indian army attacked one of the most revered of the Sikhs’ gurdwaras, the Golden Temple in Amritsar. Continuing the cycle of violence, later that year the Indian prime minister Indira Gandhi was assassinated by her Sikh bodyguards.

Religion and ethnic identity also widened divides during the Balkan Wars (1991–95), when Eastern Orthodox Serbs, Roman Catholic Croats, and Bosnian Muslims displayed sacred symbols as they fought the bloodiest European conflict since World War II. Thanks to the loosening of controls on public religious expression in the former Yugoslavia, all three groups had begun to assert competing claims on civic space in the seventies, and then war 
broke out after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989. By the end of the Balkan conflict, which unleashed terror and rape, Yugoslavia had disintegrated into five successor states. Several million people also had been forcibly resettled, and about 150,000 died, including the Bosnian Muslim victims of genocide in Srebrenica, a preventable tragedy that the UN secretary-general said “will forever weigh on the collective conscience of the international community.”

Before that tragedy, Middle Eastern Islam also attracted the attention of the international community. In 1979, the same year that American Protestant televangelist Jerry Falwell formed the “Moral Majority,” the exiled cleric Ayatollah Khomeini returned to lead a revolution in the new nation that would be called the Islamic Republic of Iran. After the anti-imperialist revolutionaries deposed the US-backed shah and took American diplomats hostage, Khomeini helped design the blueprint for the new government. It would have an official state religion, Shiʿi Islam, and rest ultimate authority in a supreme leader, the “Guardian Jurist,” and a Guardian Council of Muslim judges with veto power over legislation.

That new nation would inspire Muslim insurgents around the world, but for Osama bin Laden, who initially had no plans for an Islamic state, it was “infidel” aggression against Muslims in Palestine and Afghanistan that provided motivation. Bin Laden dated his political awakening to the Yom Kippur War of 1973, when Saudi Arabia’s King Faisal imposed an oil embargo against the United States and other countries that supported Israel during the fourth Arab-Israeli war. Then, in the 1980s, Bin Laden went to Afghanistan and, with CIA help, set up a guesthouse called Sijill al-Qaeda (Register of the Base) for Arab recruits who would battle the Soviet Union. Emboldened by those rebukes to superpowers and fortified by his austere interpretation of an earlier Muslim reform movement, called Wahhabism, Bin Laden criticized elite fellow Muslims—Shiʿi and Sufi, and even “apostate” Sunnis who 
seemed complicit with the West. In fact, his first public statement in 1994 was a criticism of a Saudi cleric who had endorsed the Oslo Accords, a 1993 agreement between Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO). Using language reminiscent of medieval conflicts over the Holy Land, he condemned Saudi cooperation with “the forces of the aggressive Crusader-Jewish alliance.” He directed that same pious fury against American “crusaders” as he helped plan the attacks on the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001. US-led coalitions then retaliated with invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan.

If we stopped the story there, the evidence would suggest that things were mostly falling apart. However, over those same decades, adhesive spiritual forces worked for peace and justice. Those forces included small acts of resistance by ordinary people during the Balkan Wars. The Catholic Croat Rudolf Hren refused to leave his Muslim neighbors in Srebrenica, where he later was found in a mass grave. A Jewish family that survived the Nazis during World War II because of a Muslim family, the Hardagas, returned the favor by securing safe passage for their former protectors and three hundred other Muslims who faced genocide. There were also Buddhist attempts at peacebuilding. A decade after the genocide in Pol Pot’s Cambodia, a Buddhist monk who lost his entire family and most of his friends began to preach social peace as well inner peace, and in 1992 that monk, Samdech Preah Maha Ghosananda, began to lead peace walks. By then others had begun to practice what Thich Nhat Hanh called “engaged Buddhism.” A Vietnamese Buddhist, whom Martin Luther King nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize, Nhat Hanh nonviolently protested the Vietnam War during the sixties, and his friend Suluk Sivaraksa, the Thai author of A Buddhist Vision for Renewing Society
, helped found the International Network of Engaged Buddhists in 1989. That same year, the exiled Dalai Lama won the Nobel Peace Prize for his insistence that resistance to the Chinese occupation of Tibet must be nonviolent.

After the Rwandan genocide of 1994, Catholic Relief Services began to shift its focus from economic aid and disaster relief to peacebuilding, and the Good Friday Agreement signed by the United Kingdom and the Republic of Ireland in 1998 provided for power-sharing with Catholics, who constituted about 30 percent of the population of Northern Ireland. A few ordinary Catholics and Protestants had prepared the way for the agreement, but the peacebuilding effort in northern Kenya was almost completely a bottom-up initiative. Dekha Ibrahim Abdi and three other Muslim women founded the Wajir Peace and Development Committee in 1993 to reduce violence among pastoralist clans of Kenyan Somalis in that drought-plagued area. Her strategy was so successful that it drew government support and became an international model for peacebuilding.

It makes sense that public attention has focused on religion, conflict, and peacebuilding, but there were other social and spiritual changes between 1976, when Apple Computer was founded and the UN’s Environment Programme launched a newsletter called Connect
, and 2007, when Apple introduced the iPhone and Al Gore and the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) won the Nobel Peace Prize. Religion, it turns out, played a role in both the environmental movement and the digital revolution.

The religious link with environmentalism went back to the 1700s, when a Scandinavian Lutheran minister named Peter Kalm helped promote a “green revolution” in early modern Europe by challenging Adam Smith’s assumption that capitalist markets and natural ecologies would automatically be brought into balance. Kalm and other early environmentalists insisted that responsible agriculture required careful management of the land and natural resources. The ill effects of industrialization became clear by the middle of the twentieth century, and a new environmental movement began in the 1960s and accelerated by the 1990s, when interfaith groups and religious traditions started to circulate 
public statements about ecological ethics. By 2003 the World Bank had published a report titled Faith in Conservation
, which included statements from eleven religions, including Christianity, Buddhism, and Islam. The Muslim contribution, by a Kenyan biologist, suggested that an ecological ethic rests on several principles taken from the Qurʾān, including the ideas that all things in heaven and earth are God’s, humans have been appointed as Khalīfa
, or guardians of nature, and God has commanded believers to “waste not by excess.” Christian and Buddhist thinkers offered their own contributions to the global conversation about green religion.

Just as religion supported the late eighteenth-century Industrial Revolution that began in Manchester’s bowl-shaped valley a hundred miles southwest of London, it also inspired the digital utopianism of the Information Age that emerged about fifty miles south of San Francisco in a region a journalist dubbed “Silicon Valley.” Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak, who founded Apple there in 1976, were shaped by the egalitarian social ethic and countercultural piety of the sixties. That “techno-mysticism,” as some have called it, appropriated multiple non-Christian practices, including ancient Chinese divination, native peyote-induced trance, and Japanese Zen meditation. Jobs explored Hinduism during a seven-month stay in India and diligently practiced Zen meditation in California. The countercultural mix of personal piety and social utopianism found expression in the Whole Earth Network of conferences and publications, including the communalists’ Bible, the Whole Earth Catalog
 (1968), which Jobs later described as “Google in paperback form, thirty-five years before Google came along.” That magazine and product catalog announced its purpose in recommending not just books for learning but also tools for creating: “We are as gods and might as well get used to it.” Humans were called to use tools, both the simple implements of the communalists building Native tipis on farms and the complex machines of the techies assembling computers in garages. Even though mathematicians and defense 
industry experts played key roles in the rise of the computer, the Information Age’s social vision—with its focus on bringing the world together—owed a great deal to countercultural religion, even if the corporate world’s quest for earning would compete with the spiritual ethic of sharing.

With the invention of the World Wide Web in 1989 at CERN, a European research facility, and the introduction of Apple’s smart phone in 2007, that dream seemed to be becoming a reality. One high-tech CEO suggested that Jobs’s unveiling of the iPhone at a developers’ conference in California marked the dawn of a new global era: “Six decades into the computer revolution, four decades since the invention of the microprocessor, and two decades into the rise of the modern Internet, all of the technology required to transform industries through software finally works and can be widely delivered at global scale.”

The technological shift inspired by countercultural religion affected how religion would be expressed. The new communication technologies provided the pious with new ways to mark time and map space. Digital calendars allowed devotees to download their tradition’s sacred calendar, so Hindus could know when to start the five-day festival of Diwali and Muslims could know when to end the month-long fast during Ramaḍān. But temporal orientation involves more than that, as one Silicon Valley engineer who designs calendar software discovered. He was surprised to find that most users’ attitudes toward time are “like a whole religion almost.” “They come,” he explained, “with a set of values on how you should live your life.” The religious also come with a sense of where they should be headed, and the Information Age provided new metaphors for the journey. Consider Protestant spiritual guides, a centuries-old literary genre. John Bunyan’s 1678 fictional tale, The Pilgrim’s Progress
, traced the dangers that “Christian” faced as he made his way to the “Celestial City.” In a similar way, the twenty-first century book God’s GPS for Your Soul II
, by Liberty Savard, mapped the “Highway to Heaven.” This 
evangelical Protestant volume assured Christian travelers that God’s GPS, holy scripture, provides clear directions, and even offers “recalculating warnings” when the follower strays from the path.

As this example shows, the networked world provided new ways of imagining
 and industrial metaphors did not disappear, but now there were computer analogies too. And the metaphoric transfer went in both directions—from technology to religion and
 from religion to technology. Choose any form of new media, and you will find that the religious have appropriated technological language for spiritual purposes. This has been true since the telegraph shaped nineteenth-century Spiritualist discourse about communications from the spirit world. Computer analogies began to exert global influence in the 1970s, as worried families talked about hiring cult “de-programmers” to reverse the “programming” their loved ones had received in movements like the Korean-based Unification Church. Those analogies continued as North American social media users began talking about “friending God” and, more recently in India, a Sikh spiritual teacher with mystical inclinations suggested that devotees should “download God.” The metaphoric transfer went the other way too. Spiritual referents accompanied the introduction of the iPhone in 2007. Amid the mood of millennial expectation, a blogger sarcastically called it the “Jesus Phone,” as if the savior’s return was approaching, and more than two dozen newspapers in five countries repeated that phrase in articles over the next few months. Apple’s marketing campaign took advantage of the spiritual associations. Its “Touching Is Believing” ad that year showed an index finger touching an illumined iPhone, an image that several bloggers likened to Michelangelo’s Creation of Adam
. And that would not be Apple’s last religious reference. The company would turn to a different spiritual leader for its 1998 “Think Different” campaign, which put the Dalai Lama’s smiling face on billboards around the world.

The Information Age also allowed new modes of performing rituals and gathering communities. By the 1990s there was 
religion online, which entailed accessing information about religion on the Internet—a Muslim visiting Toronto, for instance, could look up the local time for morning prayer. But there was also online religion, providing more interactive computer-mediated ritual. Online worshippers could light a virtual candle beneath the Virgin Mary’s image and then leave a prayer request that other users could see, and Hindus could do pūjā
, bringing offerings to a god by clicking on a piece of fruit and moving it to the altar of that digital deity. Even though the technology did not allow full multisensorial immersion, sites also promised “virtual pilgrimage” to an online sacred space, including an online ḥajj
 that helped the cyber-pilgrim to experience the sights and sounds of that multistep ritual. Millions also lived alternate lives on multi-user domains, or virtual worlds. In a nod to the spiritual, they even used a Sanskrit term that refers to the “descent of a deity” (avatāra
) to describe their chosen online identities, and those “avatars” could even build a worship space, conduct a ritual, and attract a congregation.

The technological shift also introduced new modes of gathering. These spiritual communities were as diverse as the interactive technologies that generated them. Mobile phone texting, social media posting, and electronic mail allowed individuals and groups to connect, and telepresence software mediated midweek committee collaborations as well as weekend worship services. With the evolution of robotics after 2007, even more varied forms of interaction were emerging. “Always-on” mobile devices and home robots were becoming a first source of religious information, and the more sophisticated “social robots” being created on university campuses and at corporate headquarters were changing human-machine interactions even more. Along with robot therapists for the elderly suffering from dementia, Buddhists and Christians introduced robotic spiritual leaders like Mindar, who gives dharma talks at Kōdaiji, a four-hundred-year-old Zen temple in Kyoto, and BlessU-2, a robotic priest that gives blessings in five languages. Event organizers unveiled 
this mechanized-pastor in Wittenberg, Germany, on the five-hundred-year-anniversary of Martin Luther’s initiating of the Protestant Reformation, a global spiritual movement that achieved its success because of the printing press, an earlier revolution in communication technology.

Integration and fragmentation in the Information Age

The new era we are living in has been called the Information Age or the Digital Age—labels that emphasize computation and communication technologies, which makes sense, since this technological shift has altered everyday life. The changes have been both exhilarating and worrisome and include not only creative new modes of religious expression and a heightened sense of connectivity, even among users in the developing world, but also, as research shows, an increased sense of isolation and a reduced capacity for intimacy among “digital natives,” or those who have grown up with the new technology.

However, the shift to digital technology is not the only development now affecting our world. The rise of the service economy, including an underregulated global finance industry, has contributed to the mounting disparity between haves and have-nots. Advances in medicine, including gene editing, present troubling questions about the ethics of genetic modifications. International organizations that deliver humanitarian aid to the displaced have called this the “age of the migrant,” and contributors to global affairs journals have warned about the erosion of democracy, the reemergence of autocracy, and new forms of ethno-religious nationalism. Scientists and UN officials warn that this generation is being defined by its response to environmental issues, including the ways that ecological degradation and climate change are disproportionately affecting women, children, and the poor. 
And many observers, of course, decry the continuing outbreak of holy wars and point to religion as a primary source of contemporary divisions.

They have a point. There seems to be more conflict than connection. When political scientists who study religion search for ways to describe this post–Cold War era, few emphasize the power of digitally mediated communications to bring people together; instead, most highlight religion-based conflict. In fact, the most widely discussed interpretation from the mid-1990s to the post-9/11 era described a new world order defined not by differences between states but by the “clash of civilizations,” as the political scientist Samuel P. Huntington put it. He argued that “cultural identities, which at their broadest level are civilizational identities, are shaping the patterns of cohesion, disintegration, and conflict,” and he noted that most of the eight main civilizational identities are shaped by religion—including the two that are clashing most forcefully, Islamic Civilization and the Christian “West.” This influential mapping of the fault lines drew as many critics as supporters, in part because of the author’s call for a “renewal of Western identity.”

More recent attempts to understand the “disintegrating” effects of religiously “cohesive” cultures have relied on global survey data to show that competing values have formed three distinctive “cultures” that cross the usual religious lines. This interpretation, published two decades after the “clash of civilizations” theory, suggests that the survey evidence points to three main global cultures, which disagree about the importance of tradition, the significance of material success, and the role of human interaction. Its author, Miguel E. Basáñez, explains the contemporary fragmentation in terms of the varying “cultures of honor” (Hinduism, Eastern Orthodoxy, and Islam), which cherish tradition and hierarchy and uphold preindustrial values; the “cultures of achievement” (Protestantism, Confucianism, and Judaism), which care about hard work and delayed gratification 
and cherish industrial values; and the postindustrial “cultures of joy” (Buddhism and Catholicism), which value family and social interaction. If we added socialist “cultures of parity,” which value “classlessness” and display some but not all features of religion, we might have an even broader picture. Yet while such attempts at classification provoke conversation, and remind us to remain open to unexpected parallels—between Muslims and Hindus, for example—the three-cultures hypothesis, like the clashing civilization argument, minimizes diversity within as well as across traditions and oversimplifies religion’s role in the transitions from farming to factories to fiber optics.

But these interpreters are right to note diverging values and disturbing divisions—which are hard to miss. There is evidence that fragmenting forces, some of them religious, are pulling us apart. Yet, as many interpreters fail to mention, it is more complicated than that. There are integrating forces at work too, and religion plays a disproportionate role in those efforts to bring us together.

Sadly, both digital connectivity and ethno-religious cohesion have been among the forces for fragmentation. Computer technologies, which were inspired by a spiritual vision that was supposed to bring us together, have not only prompted a loss of intimacy but also a loss of privacy, and that has implications for political life. While social media have been used to promote the common good—to protest human rights and organize democratic resistance, for example—some nations, nonstate actors, and transnational corporations are making surveillance more common and dissent more dangerous. Digital technologies have been weaponized. They have been used to shift popular opinion, influence democratic elections, silence free speech, discourage migrant movements, and inhibit religious worship. With the rise in ethno-religious nationalism, which has triggered both populist and autocratic impulses, religious freedom and ethnic tolerance are also being threatened. Recent research has quantified the 
increasing “government restrictions” on religion as well the harder-to-capture “social hostilities” involving religion. The most restrictive governments, according to an important study, include China, Iran, and Russia, and the nations that score highest on the “social hostilities” index include India and Pakistan as well as Israel and Egypt. But the survey results might not prompt celebration in all countries that cherish their reputation as more legally inclusive or socially tolerant: the United States and United Kingdom both rank as “moderately” restrictive and “high” on the social hostilities index. Overall, the evidence suggests that hostility toward people of different ethnic or religious backgrounds is surging around the world. In some ways, we seem further apart than ever.

Yet, as some analysts fail to note, religious actors also are challenging the forces of fragmentation. In other words, some religious groups have been not just cohesive, forming in-group bonds with the spiritually like-minded, but also adhesive, forming bonds with those of other faiths to work on shared global problems. Religious organizations and interfaith alliances have partnered with government leaders, intergovernmental agencies, and philanthropic foundations to address a range of continuing and emerging problems. Religious NGOs and intergovernmental agencies have collaborated to help displaced refugees, for example, and spiritually inspired public health initiatives have used community-based care to support those suffering from infectious diseases.

The religious also have mobilized to slow environmental degradation, even if some governments and many adherents refuse to abandon their faith in fossil fuels. In the same year that the UN’s member states approved the seventeen “Sustainable Development Goals” they aspired to meet by 2030, including “climate action” and “reduced inequality,” Pope Francis’s encyclical Laudato Si’: On Care for Our Common Home
 articulated an “integral ecology” that called for environmental restoration and 
social justice. In a welcome change, religious actors have been brought into global conversations about environmental repair, disaster relief, and poverty alleviation, and are playing a somewhat larger role in discussions about development and peacebuilding. Promising approaches to peacebuilding emphasize “restorative practices” that aim for reconciliation by acknowledging past wrongs, and new tools for interreligious dialogue have emerged. The advocates of “scriptural reasoning” invite diverse adherents to read sacred texts together as a way of “learning to disagree better.” And individuals and small groups have reached across religious boundaries, as seen in Israeli-Arab peace organizations that are working to reverse entrenched patterns. Palestinian-born Muslims are forming closer ties with Israelis, for example, and Israeli-born Jews are arguing for “solidarity with Palestinians.” Despite reasonable worries about the loss of intimacy and privacy, digital innovations such as translation apps and meeting software also have begun to transform social interaction around the world, sometimes in ways that the utopian-minded promoters originally had hoped.

So, at the onset of this Information Age, when we face unresolved crises inherited from the colonial and industrial eras—and are bequeathing new problems to those who follow us—there are still reasons for hope. Adherents around the world are mobilizing religion’s resources to meet the challenges in this era, when we are brought together by fiber optic cables, global consumer culture, and interfaith peace efforts, but also pulled apart by rising nationalisms, climate change, and holy wars. It remains to be seen, of course, whether the forces for adhesion—those advocates of sticky religion—will be able to create new bonds that close the gaps and heal the wounds.
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