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			Context

			Karen Armstrong’s A History of God, published in 1993, represents the culmination of her life’s work as a former nun, researcher, and historian of religion. It was also her most popular book. A few years before its publication, the United States invaded Iraq for the first time in Operation Desert Storm, and anti-Arab and anti-Muslim feelings were on a dramatic rise in both Europe and America. Anti-Western feelings were on the rise in the Arab world as well. Armstrong’s book can be considered prescient on this matter; after the attacks of 9/11/01, animosity toward Muslims (as well as toward Jews and Christians, depending on the country) was becoming far more common than ever before. With the Ayatollah’s fatwa against author Salman Rushdie in 1989, and President George W. Bush’s professed guiding faith in Jesus Christ, as well as less publicized events like the rise of Buddhist fascism in Sri Lanka, there seemed little chance for peace to take root among the different faiths.

			Yet Armstrong’s intent is not simply to advocate for decency and peace among people of various faiths, it is to demonstrate the central idea that the study of the historical place of God in society, instead of knee-jerk judgment of religious believers, can push society in a better direction. Armstrong points out that, historically, when a conception of God no longer worked or fit well into a society, it was simply discarded in favor of a new one. If we can see ourselves, or our cultures, in this process of God’s transformation over time, and recognize that religious fundamentalism and the contemporary fads—such as yoga and meditation—emerge out of quantifiable historical events, some understanding of religion’s place could lead to a less antagonistic and more compassionate world.

			Long ago, a slew of once-antithetical pagan beliefs were unified under Judaism. God was then personalized as Jesus Christ. Scientific or philosophical understanding of God was pursued strongly by Muslim Faylasufs and the ancient Greek philosophers. In the nineteenth century, God was declared “dead” by logical positivists and academics. And today, although atheism is on the rise, religious fundamentalism seems to be an indelible fact of modernity. Throughout history, God was a central part of the story of human life on earth, and nothing about our present circumstance suggests that will ever change.

			In 2009, Armstrong founded the Charter for Compassion, which urges people of all faiths to embrace one another in understanding. More than 110,000 people have signed on or support it in some way, including major global figures like the Dalai Lama. In 2010, Seattle, Washington, became the first city to affirm the charter.

		

	
		
			Overview

			Armstrong’s intent in A History of God is to show how God, throughout history, has been reshaped or reconstituted according to new or emerging cultural contexts. Because of the apparent necessity for the divine in human life, God has never been fully abandoned, and for this reason all three major religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) resemble each other as much as they may differ.

			Judaism is the oldest of the monotheistic religions of the West and so Armstrong begins with its founding. Various threads—paganism, agriculturalism, centralization of power—fed into the emergence of Yahweh as the “one true God.” Over the thousands of years between the height of paganism in the Fertile Crescent and the composition of the Old Testament around the fourth or fifth century BCE, monotheism itself was an unknown idea. The Canaanites, Sumerians, Babylonians, and many others had their own deities, with every aspect of life accounted for in a God of its own (fertility gods, war gods, etc.). During the period from 800–200 BCE, Judaism was the predominant religion in the Middle East. At this same time, Hinduism and Buddhism were solidifying their own dogma in East Asia and India. This period of religious flourishing and the reorganization of hunter-gatherer societies to fundamentally agricultural and monotheistic civilizations is why this period is known as the Axial—or “pivotal”—Age.

			Up to the Christian era, Judaism appeared, more and more, to be putting distance between its adherents and an unstable, vengeful God. Christianity emerged, some say, as a way of personalizing God and injecting compassion into a faith that otherwise relied only on law and ritual. What is most surprising about Christianity is the rapidity with which it took hold. The Catholic Church, for instance, was founded in the first century after Christ’s death, and within a few hundred years it became the state religion of the Holy Roman Empire.

			Islam came about in the Middle East in the early seventh century (CE) in a culture enriched, on the one side, by a long history of pagan faiths and, on the other, by an intellectual and physical proximity to the culture and thought of Greek philosophers. Once founded, Islam spread even quicker than Christianity, and took on much of the heavy lifting in terms of intellectual and philosophical thought that was irrelevant to a Christian Europe largely in crisis. Islam promoted the study of natural science, philosophy, economics, theology, and ecumenicalism; this was a period when the Islam-dominated region of southern Spain, or Andalucía, was known as the “Jewel of the World.” Great thinkers traveled there for instruction and Jews, Muslims, and Christians all lived in relative peace until the Spanish Inquisition forced all non-Christians out of Europe in 1492.

			Following the Middle Ages and the Enlightenment, society in Europe began to see human existence as the result of reasonable principles, which it would be possible to uncover through empiricism and sheer study. In the ensuing centuries, wherein colonialism, capitalism, industrialism, and social programs like Marxism and socialism reshaped society, the possibility of a true atheism emerged.

			By the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, Nietzsche had declared God “dead.” People were turning away from scripture and toward the theories of Freud, Marx, and Darwin to explain their world. Yet at the same time, a frightening new religious fundamentalism in all quarters—Judaism, Islam, and Christianity—took hold across the world. These factors are still at work in modern society, and it appears that they will shape our world long into the future.

		

	
		
			Summary

			1. In the Beginning . . .

			The modern idea of God, the theistic narrative we would be familiar with today, can be traced back to the Middle East some 14,000 years ago. The Sumerians, Babylonians, Persians, Egyptians, Greeks, and Canaanites all founded their own systems of faith and ritual around this time. This complicated and vast religious growth was a response to what the ancients viewed as the unsolvable mystery of existence, variously called mana, numina, jinn: the occupants of the unseen spiritual world. Initially, the central figure or High God was seen as the “Great Mother” or “Sky God”: Inana to the Sumerians, Ishtar to the Babylonians, Aphrodite in Greece. Smaller deities, like her children, and stories emerged to explain humanity’s struggle on earth, but there was no separation, ultimately, between human life and the sanctified gods. As power shifted in the Oikumene (civilized society), the old ways of the maternal God with her various emanations made way for a father God, a jealous, warring deity and a conception we recognize in the Bible’s Yahweh. This occurred around the Axial Age (800–200 BCE), and had contemporaneous parallels in China and India where Taoism, Buddhism, and Hinduism began to flourish in their own way. In response to Greek and Arab philosophy, and as societies changed, agriculture predominated, and the noble and merchant classes arose, a new explanation was needed to bind society together, and the various religions and cults began to move toward the acceptance of a single, monotheistic God, rather than a Great Mother flanked by her many subdeities.

			Need to Know: God has a long history, going back to the dawn of mankind and to preagricultural society. There being no scientific or empirical method to explain existence, life was generally felt to be imbued with mystery.

			2. One God

			During the Axial Age, the major religions of our time took shape. In Judaism, perhaps the oldest of the world religions, this begins with Isaiah’s witnessing of the appearance of the God Yahweh, who announced, for the first time in recorded history, that he was not only the “god of armies” but the God of the entire world. Other gods must not be worshipped any longer (though they still existed and competed with Yahweh’s preeminence). At this time, the concept of compassion also entered religion. Inner change for God was expected, as well as outer demonstrations of faith (sacrifice, ritual, etc.). Isaiah, Ezekiel, Jeremiah, Amos, and Moses are seen as enforcers of the terribile and fascinans (terrible and fascinating) power of the new God, which is transcendent and inexplicable unlike the other gods, which were familiar and known actors in the human world.

			At this time, Israel was the only kingdom promoting faith in Yahweh; other kingdoms remained pagan, since it was easier and less politically and morally demanding. With the changes brought about by historical events, such as the conquest of Babylon by Persia in 539 BCE, the Pentateuch (the first five books of the Old Testament) were written, rewritten, and edited to accommodate the new faith and the circumstances surrounding it. Greek philosophy influenced the early Jews and many of the ancient Greeks merged faith in Yahweh with faith in Zeus. The Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria emerged in 30 BCE to attempt to explicate or rationalize a synthesis of Jewish faith and Greek philosophy.

			Need to Know: The move toward Yahweh, as opposed to other gods, was a political project as well as a spiritual undertaking, to be obtained through immense struggle, sacrifice, and denial of the old ways of human overlords and kings.

			3. A Light to the Gentiles

			Jesus Christ was a little known mendicant in northern Palestine, a Jewish child from a well-off family who began to wander, preaching and exorcising demons as many Galilean faith healers did at that time. The four books of the New Testament give very different and often contradictory accounts of his life and deeds. Not much is known, in fact, about his actual existence or exact teachings, since the Bible was often edited or rewritten. Nevertheless, disciples began to pray to Jesus from very early on. One of his main doctrines appears to be the belief that non-Jews (goyim) could be welcomed in Israel even though they did not worship Yahweh, which was scandalous at the time and led to his crucifixion by the Romans. Jesus also represented a personalized relationship with God.

			After the books of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John were written (within one hundred years of Jesus’s death), St. Paul became the first and most important Christian writer, evangelist, and thinker. Much of early Christian faith overlaps neatly with Buddhism: concepts of sacrifice, personalized god experience, and the notion that an ordinary human could participate in divinity. By the fourth century CE, Christianity’s impact was being felt as more than a fringe cult belief system, and had become fully separated from the Jewish faith (from which it originated). Some important early Christian thinkers were Plotinus (205–270 CE), Origen (184–253 CE), and the gnostic Tertullian (160–220 CE). Christianity, in the early centuries of the Common Era, was hotly debated by scholars, statesmen, devotees, and philosophers—leading finally to the series of crises discussed in the next chapter.

			Need to Know: The event of Jesus, historically speaking, and his teachings were not perhaps as momentous then as we make it out to be today, and certainly not as important as what came later. His final persecution and crucifixion, and the histories of his life written by his disciples, as well as a rich discussion that sprung up in the region concerning the nature of God, propelled Christianity to greater and greater significance in the region.

			4. Trinity: The Christian God

			The central issue of the early Christian debate occurred between two thinkers, Athanasius and Arius. Athanasius believed that Jesus was literally divine, as much God as God himself, whereas Arius believed Jesus to be part of the created order, sent to this world by God as messenger. This and other knotty concepts of divinity were part of a lively cultural debate that eventually led to the Council of Nicaea in 325 CE, wherein Christianity was accepted as the state religion and also defined, in detail, as a faith and dogma. Emperor Constantine had recently converted to Christianity, still a more or less minor faith at the time, and the power of the Roman Empire did much to project the faith around the world.

			Yet the issue of the divinity of Jesus—was he made of the same material (homoousion) as God, or was he just a human representative?—continued until a resolution, of sorts, was introduced by a group known as the Cappadocians (three men: Basil, Bishop of Caesarea; Gregory, Bishop of Nyssa; and Gregory of Nazianzus). It was the Cappadocians who developed the idea of the Holy Trinity—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—as a resolution to the issue of God’s expression on earth. The third in this trifecta, the Holy Spirit, to this day is a controversial issue, few people knowing exactly what it means. But that was precisely the point: The Cappadocians wanted to maintain a certain amount of irrationality in the faith to prevent Christianity from becoming as rational as Greek philosophy. Later St. Augustine of Hippo (354–430 CE) began his work, particularly his Confessions, and became the most influential Christian thinker in Western thought.

			Need to Know: The First Council of Nicaea (325 CE) and Emperor Constantine brought Christianity into global significance. However, the discussions of the nature of God, Christ, divinity, faith, and dogma continued for many centuries.

			5. Unity: The God of Islam

			Pre-Islamic Arabia resembled ancient Sumer or Canaan in that the tribal culture there was a confusion of faiths and deities—centering mainly on the three so-called “daughters of fate,” al-Lat, al-Uzza, and Manat—with no single faith or dogma at its core that could unite society under one God. In 610 CE, Muhammad had an experience with the angel Gabriel that would change all that, bring together the pagan Arabian tribes, and project a new monotheistic God in the region around Mecca and Medina. Via a long succession of miracles, Muhammad received the recitation (the “qur’an,” or Koran) from Gabriel and this teaching became the basis for the new religion of Islam (a word which can be interpreted as “existential surrender”). A genius of the small Quraysh tribe, by the time of his death in 632, Muhammad achieved more with a new divine order than perhaps anyone in history. Within a hundred years of his death, the faith spread as far afield as China and India.

			Islam rejected the debates of the Christian world (discussed in the previous chapter) as well as the trinity, and maintained an emphasis on the “one true God” from which all other faiths (including Judaism and Christianity) emanated. They viewed these different faiths as sister religions, however, as legitimate a set of beliefs as Islam itself. Islam also had a strong and historically important emphasis on knowledge and learning, and a central appreciation for natural science, philosophy, and medical research. Once Muhammad died, the rights of divine inheritance were disputed, forming the Muslim sects of Sunni and Shia who both had claims to the caliphate. Around 700 CE, the practice of conversion was actually outlawed, but once the power centers and dynasties had accepted Islam as their faith it became politically expedient to project Islam in the unknown world. This later collided Islam with the centers of philosophy in the Hellenic world, and resulted in a long, early history of Islamic philosophy—not totally unrelated to what the early Christians and Jews experienced.

			Need to Know: The focus for Islam, as opposed to Christianity’s trinity, was unity, oneness. Since the faith emphasized the importance of knowledge, it produced countless advancements in philosophy, natural science, medical research, public welfare and ecumenicalism, and religious tolerance.

			6. The God of the Philosophers

			The combination of a bedrock of preexisting Greek philosophy and the incoming Arab Muslim thinkers produced a period, after the ninth century, of philosophizing unmatched elsewhere in history. Major Islamic thinkers (Faylasufs) of this period were al-Farabi, al-Kindi, Abu Bakr ar-Razi, al-Din Kirmani, Ibn Sina, al-Ghazzali, Ibn Rushd, and the Ismaili thinkers, including al-Sijistani. Many theories of God’s nature, divinity, emanations, and his relation to logic and philosophy were explored, all or most of them based on or contrasted with Aristotle’s idea of the Prime Mover. The Jewish thinkers of this period—many of them in southern Spain where Jews, Christians, and Muslims freely intermingled—were Maimonides and Levi ben Gershom. In the Christian sphere there was Thomas Aquinas, Bonaventure, Peter Abelard, John Italos, and Anselm of Canterbury. During this time there was schism, once again, between those theologians who believed in the Holy Trinity (this was Latin theology) and those who found it incomprehensible and believed in God’s unity (Greek theology).

			Need to Know: Religion, science, and philosophy are historically tied and based, in many ways, upon the same principles. For centuries after Muhammad’s death, debates involving divinity, theology, philosophy, science, and medicine went on peaceably and with great productivity in Europe and Arabia.

			7. The God of the Mystics

			Mysticism exists in all three major monotheistic religions—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. It can be described as an attempt to personalize a transcendent God, emphasizing that “no supreme value can be less than human.” Mysticism has a bad name today—mystics can be seen as cranks who believe in crazy things—but at the same time, it has seen a resurgence in popular culture. Mysticism stresses the importance of mystery, equanimity, stability, and intellect. These ideas run through all three major religious traditions. The very old sect of Sufism, in Islam, is the most stunning example. Sufis identified God with the innermost self, and so founded traditions of fasting, vigils, and chants. These practices are still celebrated today in Muslim countries. The central claim of the Sufis, as of most mystics, was that the love of God—for God’s own sake—trumped everything. In pursuit of this, dogma involving music, chants, yoga, asceticism, gatherings, fasts, and the use of drugs emerges. Because of these elements, mysticism has always been a controversial component of religious societies, even as they often exemplify the most fundamental principles of religious faith.

			Need to Know: The Sufis are a Muslim sect of mystics, and a minority of them can be found in any country where Islam is practiced.

			8. A God for Reformers

			The fifteenth and sixteenth centuries were periods of great change and crisis for the three major monotheistic faiths. In Europe, Christians split into Catholics and Protestants. Columbus landed in the New World to impose Christianity there, and Islam turned toward the study of Shariah—or law—and away from its former philosophical and scientific preoccupations. Muslims and Jews were expelled from Spain in 1492.

			Ensuing events of war, imperialism, catastrophe, and state tyranny brought forward a pall of conservatism over all of Western religion. Ideas of Hell, an actual place at the center of the earth, raging with fire, were articulated and disseminated. The West became suspicious of Islam, as Muslim dynasties grew in power during the Islamic Ottoman (Asia Minor), Safavid (Persia), and Mogul (India) empires. Yet this was a period of the European and Arab Renaissances, giving rise to art and scientific advancement, while also promoting pernicious anti-Semitism throughout the West. Questions about how and why a perfect God could create a world rife with evil and horror emerged, and the theory of God’s “withdrawal” began to be discussed. Scholars examined the idea of “reintegration” or return to faith. This schismatic period also gave rise to Martin Luther in Germany and John Calvin in Switzerland, whose extremist beliefs in Jesus, and theories of election, predestination, anti-Catholicism, and belief in personal interpretation of the Bible, at once helped to cast off the hold of the Catholic Church while also promoting anti-Semitism, misogyny, and Christian fundamentalism. Their efforts and effects are known as the Reformation period in Europe.

			Need to Know: The “Middle Ages,” or medieval times, of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries was a period of great rupture, dissonance, and crisis for the major faiths. Scholars and thinkers of all kinds were asking the question: How could a divine God allow so much evil and agony in a world He created?

			9. Enlightenment

			With the eighteenth century came the advent of technicalization, European imperialism, and the predominance of the Western world. The Enlightenment brought reason and empirical research again to the fore of modern thought. The slow fade of what was formerly a purely agricultural world had great implications for concepts of God. Secularization spread. Specialization, early industrialism, and advanced technologies reshaped global discourse, trade, and religious belief profoundly. Pascal, Descartes, and Montaigne were major figures of this era, each of whom tended to pursue concepts of God directly through scientific thinking (Pascal’s Pensées is his best-known work on this topic). More practical empiricists, like Isaac Newton, were eager to dispel with the idea that God could exist at all. The Dutch Jew Baruch Spinoza can be considered the first secular Western religionist, since he was excommunicated from his synagogue in Amsterdam in 1656 for his freethinking.

			As time passed, science and empirical thinking came to represent the ideal of true liberty, which had formerly been the domain of God. A sect called Deism, which allowed room for both God and the principles of Enlightenment thinking became the worldview of the Founding Fathers of the United States. As a response to this secularized rationalized religious view, a hostile and somewhat retrograde “born-again” faith erupted in America and spread during a period in the early eighteenth century called the Great Awakening. In the Jewish sphere, parallels could be seen in the work of Shabbetai Zevi, Rabbi Nathan, Jacob Frank, and Israel ben Eliezer. Fundamentalist Hasidism spread even as Jewish Enlightenment thought grew. During this period, Islam is generally felt to have been “in decline,” although this has not been studied very much. As Muhammad ibn al-Wahhab attempted to return Islam to its “purity,” Diderot, Holbach, and Laplace, by the end of the eighteenth century, were declaring God “dead.”

			Need to Know: Empirical, scientific thinking spread across the Western world with great implications for all the peoples of the globe. As secular thinking grew in popularity and possibility, reactionary groups (in all three of the Christian, Jewish, and Muslim spheres) responded with fundamentalist and often millenarian sects that sought to “purify” religion and return it to its original grace.

			10. The Death of God?

			Finally, a true notion of atheism began to be a real possibility. Thinkers like Charles Darwin, Karl Marx, Sigmund Freud, and Friedrich Nietzsche were busily reorganizing thought around the assumption of God’s death and promoting a pragmatic, secular, humanistic, and man-centric way of life. It seemed that a God-free future was inevitable.

			Yet great artists of the nineteenth century, like William Blake, John Keats, and William Wordsworth, were still able to hold fast to a more mystical conception of God. Romanticism, an artistic and philosophical movement linked to Transcendentalism in America, promoted a return to nature. Deeply religious societies in the “Orient” also failed to proclaim God’s death. Under a violent system of colonialism, the Muslim, Hindu, and Buddhist spheres maintained a strong religious faith even as their societies began to imitate Western thinking, art, architecture, and government. For instance, Kemal Atatürk (1881–1938) in Turkey forced his country through a rapid process of secularization and modernization. Globally, pragmatically godless theories of socialism, communism, anarchism, capitalism, and fascism spread with little reference or interest in concepts of divinity. Even so, as pragmatism became inherent law, ideas of God and faith would never disappear altogether.

			Need to Know: The nineteenth and twentieth centuries saw the culmination of capitalism, industrialism, modernity, and secularism. The eastern and southern quadrants of the globe (Asia, Africa, the Middle East, Latin America), however, were somewhat behind on this new idea of “modernity” and raced to catch up, often with giant, disruptive projects like Chairman Mao’s Cultural Revolution in China and Atatürk’s modernization (involving the banning of Islam itself) in Turkey. Though these concepts of how to design society came with much that was beneficial, the horrifying event of the Nazi Holocaust—in many ways the zenith of pragmatic society building—made clear the horrors it could induce as well.

			11. Does God Have a Future?

			A theory called Logical Positivism, promoted by philosophers such as A. J. Ayer and Bertrand Russell, rejected God totally and believed only in things that could be proved, such as theorems in mathematics or theories in natural science. God was not only dead, but irrelevant. The ecstatic outbreak of social activism and radicalism of the 1960s was almost totally devoid of reference to divinity or God. There were religious thinkers, such as Paul Tillich, Daniel Day Williams, and A. N. Whitehead, who continued to examine ideas of God in the modern world. Process Theology united social work and religion, viewing divinity as part and parcel with secular Progressivism and social concepts.

			In the Muslim world, Ali Shariati promoted the notion of reinterpreting the old symbols of Islam and finding a way to unite them with modernity. Martin Buber also began to conceive of Judaism as kith and kin with society and progress. At the same time, the “born-again” sects of Christianity, especially in the United States, clustered around retrograde fundamentalism, volatile notions of religion that viewed all nonbelievers as hell-bound. Society has also seen the rise of secular mysticism: yoga, Buddhism, “mindfulness,” and vegetarianism have taken hold in the West in a way that could be interpreted as an unconscious communal desire for a new grip on divinity and God.

			Contradictory to every indication that “God is dead,” ideas of God continue to transform and reshape around us, taking on new forms, inviting new life and interpretation. At the moment, fundamentalism appears to be its essential expression. An understanding of how God has worked and changed in society throughout history could lead to a better, more compassionate faith that might help to shape the twenty-first century in a positive way. Alternatively, we could continue to amble down our current path toward disaster. In other words, the question of God is as open, relevant, and important now as it ever was.

			Need to Know: T. S. Eliot once said, “Humankind cannot bear very much reality.” As society has begun to fully embrace pragmatism and secularization, fresh eruptions of crises have shocked us into a new thirst for meaning.

		

	
		
			Timeline

			14000 BCE: Premonotheistic pagan peoples in the Fertile Crescent, Arabia, Asia, and elsewhere worship Sky Gods and follow a variety of animistic or agrarian religious practices.

			5000–4000 BCE: Judaism is founded, and the Old Testament is written.

			800–200 BCE: A period known as the Axial Age, in which previously disparate pagan beliefs began to be unified under a coherent monotheism (Judaism, Buddhism, Hinduism).

			0: The birth of Jesus Christ is said to have occurred in ancient Palestine.

			1st century CE: The New Testament is written by Christ’s disciples: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. The Catholic Church is founded in Jerusalem.

			285: The Roman Empire splits in two—the eastern and western empires.

			325: The First Council of Nicaea occurs, and the Roman emperor Constantine, a convert, makes Christianity the state religion.

			476–1453: The Age of Antiquity, or the Middle Ages, during which the four major religions (Judaism, Islam, Christianity, and Buddhism) spread and often intermingle.

			610: Muhammad is said to have received the instruction of the angel Gabriel; he thereafter founds the new faith of Islam.

			700: After Muhammad’s death, Islam spreads quickly from Arabia to China and west to southern Spain.

			15th century: European colonialism begins, and Christianity is spread to peoples of foreign lands.

			1478–1834: The Spanish Inquisition.

			1492: All Jews and Muslims are either kicked out of Europe or forced to convert to Christianity.

			16th century: The Reformation period in Europe; Protestantism emerges as a backlash against the monolithic power of the Catholic Church.

			17th and 18th centuries: The Enlightenment in Europe.

			19th and 20th centuries: With the rise of industrialization, technicalization, predominance of America in global affairs, Freudianism, and Marxism, secular thinking becomes a larger force; Nietzsche announces the “death of God.”

			1939–1945: World War II.

			1948: Israel is founded.

			1962–1965: The Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, which refocused the efforts of the Catholic Church on the global poor.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Abu Bakr ar-Razi: A Persian alchemist, philosopher, and important early figure in the history of medicine. His work was influenced by Hippocrates and his books on medicine were used for centuries as a standard text for Islamic and European medical students.

			Al-Din Kirmani: An eleventh-century Ismaili scholar of Persian origins. His major philosophical work Rahaf al-aql (Peace of Mind) was written with the intent to provide the reader an opportunity to understand how to obtain the eternal life of the mind in a constantly changing world.

			Al-Kindi: Known as the father of Islamic philosophy, due to his work in the inclusion and adaptation of Greek and Hellenistic philosophy in the Muslim world. He also wrote hundreds of essays on topics ranging from metaphysics and psychology, to medicine, mathematics, and astronomy.

			Thomas Aquinas: A philosopher, theologian, and jurist in scholasticism. Unlike many in the church at his time (the thirteenth century), Aquinas embraced several of Aristotle’s ideas and attempted to fuse them with Christian ideologies.

			Kemal Atatürk: A founder of the Republic of Turkey who served as its president from 1923 to 1938. He was a career military officer, leading troops to victory in the Turkish War of Independence.

			A. J. Ayer: Twentieth-century philosopher who wrote Language, Truth and Logic, where he posits that without logical or empirical verification, statements like “God exists” or “charity is good” are meaningless. He also debated with Frederick Copleston on the topic of religion.

			Martin Buber: Israeli Jewish philosopher best known for his philosophy of dialogue. He began to conceive of Judaism as kith and kin with society and progress.

			Constantine: The emperor of Rome from 306 to 337 CE, also known as Saint Constantine and Constantine I. Constantine is famous in Christianity for commissioning the building of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, the purported site of Jesus’s tomb in Jerusalem. Having converted to Christianity, he ended the persecution of Christians in Rome.

			Friedrich Nietzsche: A Latin and Greek scholar whose work largely covered art, philology, history, religion, tragedy, culture, and science. One of his best-known remarks is “God is dead,” which appears in many of his works.

			Philo of Alexandria: A Jewish philosopher who emerged in 30 BCE. He is best known for his attempt to combine and integrate Greek philosophy with Jewish philosophy.

			Rabbi Moses ibn Maimon: Also known as Maimonides; one of the most prolific and authoritative Torah scholars of the Middle Ages. He was a disciple of the Muslim philosopher Ibn Rushd.

			Bertrand Russell: One of the founders of analytic philosophy. He was famously an antiwar activist and campaigned against Adolf Hitler. For his writings that champion humanitarian ideals and freedom of thought, he was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature.

			Ali Shariati: A twentieth-century Iranian sociologist who promoted the notion of reinterpreting the old symbols of Islam and finding a way to unite them with modernity. He believed that a good society would conform to Islamic values.

			Baruch Spinoza: A Dutch Jew credited with laying the groundwork for eighteenth-century enlightenment and modern biblical criticisms. His controversial ideas about the authenticity of the Hebrew Bible and the nature of the divine led to his shunning from Jewish society.

			St. Augustine of Hippo: (354–430 CE) Largely due to his Confessions, he was the most influential Christian philosopher in Western thought. Raised Christian, he led a wild life before being baptized and committing himself to the church. He is also considered by many Protestants to be one of the founding fathers of the Protestant Reformation, due to his shared views on salvation and divine grace.

			St. Paul: One of the first and most important Christian writers, evangelists, and thinkers. His travels led him all over the world, including Jerusalem, Arabia, Damascus, and Antioch. His letters to faithful Christians became part of the Bible when it was established by the church.

			Muhammad ibn al-Wahhab: In the eighteenth century, he established a pact with Muhammad bin Saud and helped establish the Emirate of Diriyah, which began a power-sharing arrangement between their families. This arrangement still continues in the present day Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. He attempted to return Islam to its “purity,” and rejected certain Muslim practices that he regarded as leading to either religious innovation or polytheism.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“The God of Israel had originally distinguished himself from the pagan deities by revealing himself in concrete current events, not simply in mythology and liturgy.”

			The separation from pagan deities and the embrace of the “one true God” was a long and difficult process. This was not just a switch from the “Mother God” to a vengeful Father, or a rejection of a pantheon of animistic deities; it was a new political and social course for human society, and it involved a deeply moral element that redirected the energies of people away from sanctified “mystery” and toward the construction of an ideal human world. Disobeying the new God meant courting disaster.

			“Clement and Origen preached a peaceful, joyous return to God, but in the Western Church a more frightening God demanded hideous death as a condition of salvation.… From the start there was a tendency toward extremism and rigor.” 

			The history of Christianity—just as with the history of Judaism and Islam—is ripe with splits and factionalism. From the beginning of Christianity’s influence as a global phenomenon, it demonstrated manifold ruptures, including a geopolitical division between the eastern and western Roman Empire in 285 CE which cultivated different Christian traditions, and the early division between Trinitarians and Unitarians, which was in essence an argument between those who believed Jesus was God himself and those who believed he was God’s representative.

			“When [Muhammad] died in 632, he had managed to bring nearly all the tribes of Arabia into a new united community, or ummah. He had brought the Arabs a spirituality that was uniquely suited to their own traditions.”

			Most historians of any particular field agree that this is true about Muhammad. The originating Prophet of Islam was somehow able to touch a nerve in the Arab society of the time and was able, through a mixture of religious exigency and sheer political genius, to transform his world and society in just a few short years. By 700 CE, within seventy years of Muhammad’s death, Islam was being practiced and preached in China and India, and the power of the Arab and Muslim influence was comfortably settled in southern Europe. By comparison, Judaism took millennia to assume its central role in Israel and Palestine, and Christianity wasn’t ordained as a major religion until the Council at Nicaea in 325 CE.

			“These proofs [of religious philosophy during Antiquity] were not designed to convince unbelievers, since there were as yet no atheists in our modern sense.… The Faylasufs [philosophers] did not believe that you had to convince yourself of God’s existence rationally before you could have a mystical experience.”

			We tend to think of atheism today as ordinary, but we should keep in mind that for all the history of mankind, it was literally unthinkable. Ancient theologians and philosophers did not go about their work in order to convert nonbelievers, but proceeded on the basis that the existence of God was assumed by all (and it was). This was true almost exactly in the way scientists today argue over theories of how life on earth might have begun—some say a combination of internal factors produced early life, while others insist external factors were necessary for it to have occurred. They may argue about the finer points, but all scientists fundamentally agree: Life on earth exists and began somehow. No scientist would ever suggest that life itself had no beginning. This was the way thinkers formerly thought of God. Mysticism was in itself simply a new way of explaining God.

			“The personal God has helped monotheists to value the sacred and inalienable rights of the individual and to cultivate an appreciation of human personality.”

			Although some researchers of Islam may disagree with this statement by Armstrong, her point bears some reflection. It’s true that the Judeo-Christian belief system promoted a personal connection to a real God, and both early Jewish and Christian societies had a strong sense of communal welfare and planning. This could conceivably have had an impact on theories of human rights and humanism later in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

			“Descartes concluded that a perfection that did not exist would be a contradiction in terms. Our experience of doubt, therefore, tells us that a supreme perfect being—God—must exist.”

			Believe it or not, this was once a common theory or proof of God’s existence. The logic goes like this: “Something that is perfect must exist, otherwise it is not perfect. God is perfect. Therefore God must exist.” The only issue with this argument is the counterargument that perhaps perfection does not exist, therefore, God does not exist.

			“Ambivalence and an obscure sense of dereliction have continued to haunt the literature of the twentieth century, with its imagery of wasteland and of humanity waiting for a Godot who never comes.”

			With the advent of scientific methods and Enlightenment principles, the withdrawal of religious feeling has left a “God-shaped hole” (as some Continental philosophers put it) in the human psyche. Armstrong contends that it is the absence of God above all that led to the developments of Existentialism, Absurdism, Modernism, and Postmodernism in art and literature, movements which emphasized man’s obscurity, anonymity, loneliness, and absurdity.

			“A passionate and committed atheism can be more religious than a weary or inadequate theism.”

			Atheists can proselytize and theorize as well as or better than any theologian of Antiquity. It’s something we see more and more on television and in literature. Most notably the so-called “New Atheists” (Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens, Sam Harris, and Dan Dennett) have had an enormous impact on the discussion of faith in the West, urging students, citizens, and people of all kinds to do away completely with religious faith in pursuit of a more “rational” world. In the Middle Ages they would have been considered missionaries of a new faith.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					In the Catholic faith, does anyone really know what the “Holy Spirit” is supposed to be? Most would say no—and that’s exactly the point. Early Christian thinkers, the Cappadocians, included the figure of the Holy Spirit in the Christian Trinity (alongside the Father and Son) precisely in order to maintain a nonrational element in the faith, a mystery that transcended the reason and logic of the Greek system and could not be explained. It worked so well, even to this day people believe in it without knowing what it really means.

					The word Shariah in Arabic actually translates to the word law in English (not Holy Islamic Law). Think of that the next time you hear someone on television say “Shariah law.” Muslim clerics use the word Shariah in the same way rabbis use the Hebrew word torah, because it is the only word in the language available to describe God’s commandments.

					Crucifixion was a widespread practice of torture and capital punishment in Antiquity, Jesus of Nazareth wasn’t the only one who experienced it. Several well-known figures from history were crucified. Mani, the founder of Manicheanism, was killed this way, for instance, as was St. Peter, St. Andrew, and the Sufi mystic Husain ibn Mansur (al-Hallaj) who famously announced, “I am Truth,” and was persecuted for his radical mystic theology. Crucifixion is still practiced today in some parts of the world.

					One of the greatest religious philosophers in Antiquity was Rabbi Moses ibn Maimon, otherwise known as Maimonides. He was a disciple of the Muslim philosopher Ibn Rushd and believed religion (in his case, Judaism) was based on perfectly rational principles. This idea is still studied today in his famous book The Guide for the Perplexed.

					The word jihad simply means “struggle.” For many generations, it was used as a girl’s first name in the Middle East, since it implied the desirable faculties of effort, labor, strength, devotion, and deep morality. Since the dawn of the twenty-first century, however, the use of Jihad as a first name has gradually lessened.

					The idea that Jesus came to earth to suffer for our sins is actually not found anywhere in the Bible. This was an idea produced by the great early Christian thinker Thomas Aquinas and promulgated in his works.

					There is no convincing proof of this, but many academics and bibliophiles, including Karen Armstrong and Harold Bloom, believe the Old Testament to have been written by a noble woman from within the ancient courts of Babylon or Sumer.

					Originally, in the seventh century CE, Muhammad commanded the followers of the new religion of Islam to pray twice a day (not five). It’s not clear why or when the number of daily prayers grew to be five, which is the traditional number in most Muslim countries. This daily prayer, or salat, was one of the five pillars of Islam. The other four pillars of the faith are alms-giving (zakat), the pilgrimage to Mecca (hajj), ritual fasting (sawm), and the recitation of faith (Shahadah).

					As religious historian Reza Aslan points out, the “New Atheist” movement is not a movement of atheists at all, but one of anti-theists. Antitheism is a belief in itself with a tradition that goes back a few centuries, and it says that God is to be avoided and his dogma torn down at every opportunity. It is a kind of proselytizing atheism. Traditional atheists do not hold such beliefs, but simply choose not to believe that God is a possibility. Antitheists think it is important to destroy religion totally.

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Apatheia: Impassibility, serenity, and invulnerability, characteristics of the God of the Greeks, which was transferred to the Christian conception of God.

			Axial Age (800–200 BCE): A period of transition during which the major monotheistic religions emerged.

			Bodhisattva: Buddhist monks who have delayed their own enlightenment in order to guide and assist those suffering on earth.

			Dogma: Strictures of a religion or church, often secret, and originally referring to mystery and symbolism (rather than a supremely authoritative and unswerving system of rules, as we now think of it).

			Ecstasy: Originally meaning a hidden God who transcends introspection to make himself known on earth.

			Epiphany: The appearance of a god or goddess on earth.

			Falsafah: Arabic word for philosophy.

			Godhead: The inaccessible source of God’s reality.

			Hadith: The collected sayings of the Prophet Muhammad.

			Hijra: The annual pilgrimage of the Muslims to Mecca from Medina (first occurring in 622 ce).

			Hypostasis: The exterior expression of a person’s internal nature.

			Idolatry: The worship of a man-made god instead of the worship of the true God.

			Incarnation: The embodiment of God in a human form.

			Kabah: The cube-shaped granite shrine dedicated to al-Lah in Mecca, and the final destination of the hijra.

			Logos: Greek word for reason, or God’s wisdom.

			Mitzvah: Hebrew for commandment.

			Numinous: Latin for spirit, or a sense of the sacred or holy that inspires awe.

			Oikumene: Greek word meaning civilized world.

			Patriarchs: Word for Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the Holy Bible, the ancestors of the Israelites.

			Rig-Veda (1500–1900 BCE): A collection of Hindu odes.

			Shariah: An Arabic word meaning law; it has come to mean Islamic Law.

			Shema: Jewish proclamation of faith.

			Sufism: An Islamic mystic sect.

			Talmud: Hebrew for study or learning.

			Taqwa: Arabic word meaning God consciousness.

			Tariqa: An order of Sufi mystics.

			Theophany: The manifestation of God to human beings on earth.

			Tikkun: Hebrew for restoration.

			Torah: A Hebrew word meaning law; it has come to refer to the Old Testament.

			Upanishads: Hindu scriptures composed during the Axial Age.

			Yahweh: The name of God in Hebrew.

			Zanna: Guesswork; Arabic word for pointless theological speculation.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					A New York Times bestseller

			

			“In an extraordinary survey, Armstrong traces the development of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam from their inception to the present day, and shows how they were created and shaped by their historical surroundings—which, in turn, they helped form and alter.… Magisterial and brilliant.” —Kirkus Reviews

			“Armstrong approaches God as a historian and journalist, not as a theologian … [She] is open-minded toward virtually every mode of faith she has studied, ranging from the Canaanite fertility cults to the ‘heroic atheism’ of Nietzsche, and the book is considerably enriched and enlivened by her cheerful approach to controversies that once sparked crusades and inquisitions.” —Los Angeles Times

			“This searching, profound comparative history of the three major monotheistic faiths fearlessly illuminates the sociopolitical ground in which religious ideas take root, blossom and mutate.” —Publishers Weekly

			“Armstrong … presents a well-written overview of the changing idea of God as understood by the three great religions of the West. Besides providing a great deal of religious history, she discusses the various philosophers, mystics, and reformers associated with these religions. The author suggests that ‘God’ is primarily a ‘focus of meaning’ created by humanity. If He survives at all, it will be in a much-altered form.” —Library Journal

			“Armstrong has a dazzling ability: She can take a long and complex subject and reduce it to the fundamentals, without oversimplifying.” —The Sunday Times (London)

		

	
		
			About Karen Armstrong

			Karen Armstrong was born in England in 1944. She came from a Roman Catholic family and, at a young age, entered a religious order to become a nun. Though enthusiastic about faith in the beginning, she was disappointed, ultimately, in a God she felt she had little or no connection with, a deity that, in the Catholic faith, operated mainly on the basis of fear. In 1969, she left the church, though she continued to be fascinated by man’s preoccupation with God and religion, feeling that the human race would be more appropriately called Homo religiosus. The construction of religion was, to her, a projection of mankind’s needs and desires, and this meant that faith was central to the human project. To Armstrong, even humanism was a kind of religious ideal, one without God. She undertook a study of world religions at Oxford University, focusing largely on Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. She published many books, A History of God (1993) being her best seller, and has since established herself as an authority on the history of religion. Armstrong has received many awards and grants for the furthering of her expertise.

		

	
		
			For Your Information

			Online

			“How not to talk about God: An interview with Karen Armstrong.” US Catholic.

			“Karen Armstrong Builds a Case for God.” NPR.

			“Karen Armstrong on Religion and the History of Violence.” YouTube.

			“My Wish: The Charter for Compassion.” TED Talk, Karen Armstrong.

			“The Myth of Religious Violence.” The Guardian.

			Books

			The Ornament of the World: How Muslims, Jews, and Christians Created a Culture of Tolerance in Medieval Spain by María Rosa Menocal

			The Hero with a Thousand Faces by Joseph Campbell

			The Varieties of Religious Experience by William James

			Thinking About God by John Macquarrie

			Belief and History by Wilfred Cantwell Smith

			The Bible: Faith and Evidence by John R. Bartlett

			Zealot: The Life and Times of Jesus of Nazareth by Reza Aslan

			Jesus and Judaism by E. P. Sanders

			The Gnostic Gospels by Elaine Pagels

			Muhammad, His Life Based on the Earliest Sources by Martin Lings

			Hasidism and Modern Man by Martin Buber

			The Courage to Be by Paul Tillich

			Books by Karen Armstrong

			Beginning the World 

			Faith After September 11th

			Holy War: The Crusades and Their Impact on Today’s World

			Islam: A Short History

			Muhammad: A Biography of the Prophet 

			The Bible: A Biography

			Twelve Steps to a Compassionate Life
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