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Lecture 1: 

Religion, Science, Faith, and Knowledge 

  

Welcome again to Religious Studies 120, “Comparative Religion”. If you’re reading 

these words, you will have probably listened already to my introductory YouTube 

lecture. As I explained in that opening talk, this course is going to approach the topic of 

religion from two different angles: we shall be discussing both “religions-in-the-plural” 

and “religion-in-the-singular”. With the term “religions”, I’m referring to particular sets 

of beliefs and practices which are intended to bring human beings into union with the 

supreme spiritual Reality—what people from western religious backgrounds would 

simply call “God”. My aim in this course is to introduce you to several such sets of 

beliefs and practices, and with this in mind, I’ll be taking you on a sort of world tour, 

looking at various religions from around the globe. We’re going to be studying (in order) 

the essential teachings of Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, Taoism, Judaism, Islam, 

and the Sun Dance Religion of the American Plains Indians. As I’ve noted elsewhere, 

we’ll not be looking directly or specifically at Christianity in this course. I have found—

not surprisingly, given the demographics of the American South—that the great majority 

of USC students who take this course are Christians or come from Christian backgrounds, 

and my hope is to offer them something new and different. On the other hand, 

Christianity will certainly not go unmentioned. I’ll be referring to Christian beliefs and 

practices throughout the course for purposes of comparison. In this sense our “world 

tour” will also include Christianity, though somewhat indirectly.  

So much for “religions-in-the-plural”. At the same time, we’re also going to be 

engaged in what I called the “philosophy of religion-in-the-singular”. In its singular form, 

as defined it in the opening session, scholars often use the word “religion” to mean the 

relationship between human beings and what they believe to be the most important thing 

in life, a relationship that can be studied from a number of scholarly viewpoints, 

including the psychological, the sociological, and the philosophical. Understood in this 

way, religion-in-the-singular is obviously a very broad category and can include various 

secular or material goals, like money and success, as well as teachings and practices that 

are focused by contrast on a sacred, spiritual, or transcendent goal. Even the hedonist or 
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pleasure-seeker has a kind of religion: his creed is happiness, and his god is himself. In 

any case, as we look at the teachings of specific religions this term, I want for us to be 

asking the question, the philosophical question, of why exactly the merely material is not 

enough. For that in fact is the claim of all the world’s major religions: namely, that the 

world of matter—this visible, physical world; this region of time and space—is only a 

tiny fragment of a vast Reality extending into spiritual dimensions far beyond our 

imagination. Despite certain external differences, all the religions agree that man’s 

destiny is not confined to this terrestrial plane, that in the final analysis we can never be 

fully satisfied with a purely secular life, and that we therefore sell ourselves short if we 

attempt to neglect our relation with God. But why do they say this? What are their 

reasons? Is there any proof of their claim? I’ll try to help you answer these questions as 

the course unfolds. 

 I want to begin the process right away today by focusing on something that’s 

extremely important for any contemporary person who is trying to understand the world’s 

religions. What I have in mind is the relationship between religion and science. I’m sure 

that each of you has wrestled at least a bit with this issue. It’s something that often comes 

up, for example, in discussions concerning human origins. Did we evolve from lower 

species of animals, as most scientists maintain, or were we created by God, as religious 

people claim? Or could it be that both sides in this debate are at least partly right? Is there 

some way to reconcile the opponents in this conflict? The tension between religion and 

science can also be seen when we consider many of the moral dilemmas of our day. 

Current debates over such things as abortion, euthanasia, reproductive technologies, and 

stem-cell research are often really debates, at a more fundamental level, about religion 

and science. What is the proper role of each in our life? Is there a boundary between 

them, and if so, exactly where should we draw the line? 

 Before going any further, I think a definition is needed. I’ve defined the words 

“religion” and “religions”—religion-in-the-singular and religions-in-the-plural—and the 

same thing needs to be done now for “science”. In case you haven’t noticed, far too much 

of our time is spent in fruitless discussions with people who are using the same words 

that we are, but in very different (sometimes even opposite) ways! So let’s try to save 

ourselves some time by being clear at the start.  
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 In its widest sense, as perhaps you know, the word “science” has to do with any 

kind of knowledge. It comes from a Latin verb, scire, which simply means “to know”. 

Therefore, any teaching or doctrine or theory that offers us knowledge about some aspect 

of reality is a form of science. Of course, when we hear the word “science” today, we 

ordinarily think of things like biology, which is the science of life, or astronomy, which is 

the science of the planets and stars; but it would also be perfectly appropriate, in terms of 

the word’s etymology, to talk about theology and angelology as sciences—the sciences, 

respectively, of God and the angels. 

 As I just noted, however, in the modern world the meaning of “science” has taken 

on a far more restricted definition. It no longer refers to knowledge in general; it has to do 

instead with a particular way of knowing and with a particular set of things to be known. 

If you think about all the classes you have taken in the sciences or (more broadly) about 

what our culture in general means by science and scientific investigation, the special 

meaning the word has today should be obvious. I would put it this way: Science—as we 

understand it in our present culture—is an empirical means of knowing the material 

world. The word “empirical” is a philosophical term that simply refers to our five natural 

senses. The way in which scientists go about knowing things is by means of seeing, 

hearing, tasting, touching, and smelling. Of course they have many very sophisticated and 

very expensive pieces of equipment that help to increase the power and sensitivity of 

those senses, especially their seeing and hearing. But scientists still have to look at and 

listen to their equipment with the same eyes and ears that the rest of us use. As for what 

they see and hear when they do so, the objects of their knowledge are all of a single kind. 

Despite their great variety in size, from distant galaxies to tiny, sub-atomic particles, 

they’re all made out of matter. (Scientists of course talk about “energy”, too, but it’s not 

something they really know empirically or can test directly; they know it only indirectly 

through its effects upon matter.) In any case, to repeat my suggested definition, 

“science”—as the word is used in our day—is an empirical means of knowing the 

material world. The only legitimate method of knowing is by using your physical senses, 

and the only things you can therefore know are physical things. 

 If you’ve been following me carefully, you’ll have begun to see just where the 

familiar tensions between religion and science come from. What did I say about the 
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world’s religions?  They all agree, I said, that “matter is not enough”, that the physical 

world is only a tiny fragment of a much larger reality, which alone can satisfy man’s 

deepest desires. But it’s precisely this tiny physical fragment, the purely material world 

bounded by time and space, which is the sole domain of modern science; the scientific 

method, which we all study beginning in elementary school, requires that a person 

deliberately limit himself to what he can know empirically about physical things, with the 

result that nothing else “counts” except what can be counted or quantified. Unless 

something can be subjected to a controlled experimental procedure, and then recorded, 

measured, weighed, and graphed, it can’t be scientifically verified. And what this means, 

of course, is that things like moral values and aesthetic judgments lie completely beyond 

the scope and competence of science. How can you measure the beauty of Bach or a 

sunset? How can you weigh or graph a mother’s love for her child? The answer, 

obviously, is that you can’t. 

 Now, if this were the whole story, there wouldn’t necessarily be a problem. In 

order to focus our attention on one particular thing, we’re not obliged to deny the 

existence of everything else; in order to see the world through my glasses, I don’t have to 

suppose that you can’t see it through yours, or for that matter that you can’t see it without 

using glasses at all. Similarly, just because we can’t quantify love or calculate degrees of 

beauty doesn’t mean that love and beauty don’t exist. And yet, for some reason, this is 

precisely the conclusion many people seem to have drawn in the modern world, 

dominated as it is by the assumptions of science. Many people, and not just scientists, 

have begun to act as though the only way to know anything truly is by using our physical 

senses, and therefore that the only thing we can really know is matter: visible, tangible, 

solid, physical stuff. Notice this, though: If these people are right, then no one could ever 

know the difference between right and wrong since moral values are obviously not made 

out of matter. And nobody could ever know that Leonardo da Vinci was a better painter 

than some two-year-old kid, since beauty isn’t something to be judged by computers. 

Furthermore, and here’s the main point for us: If these modern people are right, there 

would be no way to prove or verify the claims of the world’s religions. For obviously, 

such things as the soul, and God, and heaven, and angels, even if they do really exist, can 

never be subjected to a scientific test. Since they’re not made out of matter and don’t 
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occupy any physical space, they can’t be seen, heard, tasted, touched, or smelled in any 

ordinary, experimental way. What I’ve called “the supreme spiritual Reality” is going to 

be completely off the empirical screen. 

 This is where the first article I’ve asked you to read—from the introductory 

section of A Book of Saints—comes in. The author is C. S. Lewis, a widely influential 

twentieth-century Christian writer and the author (among many other books) of the 

popular Narnia Chronicles. The article is called “Meditation in a Toolshed”. Take note in 

particular of Lewis’s distinction between two ways of looking: one of which is at things, 

and the other along them. 

 Lewis touches here on something that is very important for the new student of 

religion to understand, and this is the fact that religious studies itself, as an academic 

discipline, has been deeply infected by the assumptions and expectations of the modern 

scientific method. Says Lewis, “It has been assumed without discussion that if you want 

the true account of religion, you must go, not to religious people, but to anthropologists.” 

He might well have added that you’re often invited to go as well to psychologists, 

sociologists, and historians—in other words, to all the many sorts of scholars who are 

experts in looking at things, things they can empirically verify, scholars who are prepared 

to explain religion in terms of behavior, culture, economics, and politics.  

In my experience, there are actually three sorts of such scholars, and I want to 

dwell on this point for a moment or two so as to help you better understand my own 

approach to our subject of comparative religion. The looking-at people, when it comes to 

religion, come in three basic types, which I’ll call the primitivists, the functionalists, and 

the fideists.  

 The first group, the primitivists, is dominated by skeptics and atheists, people who 

believe that religions are basically bunk and perhaps even dangerous; from their point of 

view, the scientific way is the only way to know, and the material world is the only world 

that exists. Religion they see as a sort of cultural residue of man’s primitive, pre-scientific 

past. Two well-known examples of their view of religion can be found in the writings of 

Marx and Freud. According to Karl Marx, author of The Communist Manifesto, believing 

in God is like taking a drug: “Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature,” he wrote, 

“the heart of a heartless world, the spirit of a spiritless situation. It is the opium of the 
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people.” Some people do drugs to escape from the harsh realities of daily life, while other 

people “do God”; in both cases it’s simply a coping device. Sigmund Freud, the father of 

modern psychoanalysis, had much the same opinion. In a book about religion called The 

Future of an Illusion, Freud explained that “religious ideas have arisen from the same 

need as have all the other achievements of civilization: from the necessity of defending 

oneself against the crushingly superior forces of nature”. Religious faith actually gets its 

start, he contended, at the point of toilet training, when we’re first required to resist our 

desires; we naturally begin resenting the people around us, especially our parents, and 

begin to imagine a heavenly father figure who is much nicer than mommy and daddy, and 

who will one day give us all we want. Religious faith is therefore simply “wish-

fulfillment”, Freud says, a kind of illusion, which the modern, scientifically educated 

person has outgrown and no longer needs. Two fairly recent books that further exemplify 

the primitivist point of view are The God Delusion, by Richard Dawkins, and Breaking 

the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phenomenon, by Daniel Dennett. 

 Then there’s a second group of looking-at people, which I’ve called the 

functionalists. These scholars take a somewhat more positive view of their subject. 

Religion for them is not necessarily a childish affair, fit only for primitive and 

superstitious peoples of the past or for emotional misfits in the present. The functionalists 

are willing instead to concede that religious belief and practice can serve a very useful 

purpose or function in society. Faith, they say, may help to give meaning to individuals’ 

lives while at the same time serving an important social purpose by encouraging justice 

and honesty and other virtues essential to the cohesion of the body politic. Like the 

skeptics and atheists in the first group, the functionalists assume that the material world is 

the only reality, but they don’t disparage or debunk people’s belief in a spiritual world—

or not at least to their faces! Of course, as I hope you can see, their attitude toward 

religion is, inevitably, rather patronizing and condescending; the believer in such and 

such a religion may think that his worship brings him into contact with a truly spiritual 

Reality, but the functionalist scholar knows better. He knows that such worship really 

serves very different social and psychological purposes—that it brings likeminded people 

together and helps to reinforce their group identity. (Many anthropologists who study 

religion adopt the functionalist standpoint; note again what C. S. Lewis has to say about 
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them.) Among contemporary scholars, a good example of this way of thinking about 

religion can be found in the work of the Harvard socio-biologist E. O. Wilson, who 

regards religious belief as an evolutionary adaptation, one that favors survival by 

encouraging cooperation.  

 Finally, in surveying current academic approaches to religious studies, one notices 

yet a third group of looking-at scholars. Unlike those in the first two categories, these are 

people who do not assume that the material word is the only reality, and they certainly 

don’t scorn the importance of religious faith. In fact, many of them are believers 

themselves, and even those in this group who are not religious are usually willing to leave 

open the whole question of the existence of God. Nonetheless, open-minded though they 

are in one sense, people in this third category are exactly like scholars in the first two 

groups in that they deliberately limit their professional studies to the empirical methods 

of modern science. Religion, they say, is based upon faith alone, and this is why I’ve 

called them “fideists”, from the Latin word fides = “faith”. The fideist is the person who 

insists that no one can ever know with certainty that God exists, in the same way that we 

can know (let’s say) that there are stars in the sky; religious people must instead take a 

kind of leap in the dark, reaching out blindly to a God they can only hope may be there. 

When it comes to their teaching and professional writing, however, these fideistic 

religious studies scholars tend to set all such hoping aside, and they confine their 

attention to things that can be established empirically: things like the lives of the founders 

of religious traditions, the historical transmission of sacred texts, archeological evidence 

gathered from ancient religious sites, the political and social impact of new religions, and 

people’s religious behavior as measured by surveys and interviews.  

 Well, in case it’s not clear to you yet, let me be very explicit: none of these three 

approaches is especially appealing to your professor in this course. On the contrary, it’s 

always seemed to me that neither the primitivists nor the functionalists nor the fideists 

are able to get at the real meaning of religion. Why? Because their approach is far too 

external—too much a case (in C. S. Lewis’s terms) of “looking at”. Of course, 

considering the matter from their point of view, if these scholars were given a chance to 

defend their methods of teaching and writing, what they would tell you is that the 

academic study of a subject—any subject, from biochemistry to history to religion—
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demands objectivity and impartiality on the part of both professor and students. Belief 

and faith, they would say, are far too subjective and personal for the college classroom, 

especially in a state university like USC, and the honest scholar must therefore put all 

such commitments aside and remain detached in his work, talking only about “facts” that 

can be verified in terms understandable to an impartial researcher. Now I would certainly 

be the first to agree that if the teachings and practices of the world’s religions were 

simply a matter of belief and faith––please take note of my italics––a purely empirical 

approach would be a professional necessity. But notice this also, please: In making this 

argument on behalf of “objectivity”, the primitivists, the functionalists, and the fideists 

are all simply assuming that modern science has a monopoly on knowledge. The only 

way we can know is by using our senses, they think, and the only things we can know are 

material facts. But is this really true? Can modern science rightfully claim this 

monopoly?  

As I’ve already indicated, I myself find this empiricist claim completely 

unwarranted, especially given the unanimous witness of the world’s religions to the 

contrary; however much they may differ, all of the world’s religions are alike in teaching 

that it’s possible for human beings to come to know God directly, and that while faith in 

the as-yet-unknown may be necessary at the start of our spiritual journey, we nonetheless 

have an innate capacity or potential for absolute certainty about God and the spiritual 

worlds. In the interest, therefore, of being open to the claims of the religions themselves, 

I prefer to side on this matter with C. S. Lewis. I fully agree (in other words) with the 

main point of his article: that looking at something is not the only way of knowing it. It 

seems to me that if you really want to understand something, to grasp its true meaning 

and significance, you must at some point enter fully into it, even as Lewis stepped into 

the bright light of the sunbeam. And in the case of the world’s religions, this means 

taking seriously their unanimous claim that the material world is not the only world, that 

beyond it there exists a far larger spiritual realm, and (most importantly) that it’s possible 

for us, even now, by looking along religious doctrines and engaging in their practices, to 

become united with that higher Reality through a genuine knowledge. If we’re to realize 

that possibility, however, we must endeavor to put ourselves into the shoes of the people 
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we study, and to imagine (above all) what it might be like to emulate their great sages and 

saints, those among them who have most fully lived the inward vision of their religion. 

 Having referred to the saints, I should mention in closing that I’m going to be 

directing your attention in the YouTube lecture that accompanies this reading assignment 

to a little chart I’ve put together called “Levels of Participation”. As we all know, when it 

comes to anything—even something as commonplace as a campus club or a sports 

team—it’s possible to be more or less involved, that is, to participate in the activity to 

different degrees. Maybe you’ve been only once or twice to the monthly meeting of some 

organization; maybe you go all the time; maybe you’re actually an officer; and so forth. 

These are what I mean by levels of participation. One finds something similar, not 

surprisingly, in the case of religions. Here too there are levels of “involvement” among 

the followers of any given tradition—and as it turns out, the belief and faith that I’ve been 

talking about so far are only the very beginning of religious “participation”, just the tip of 

the iceberg of the spiritual life as it’s understood by the world’s great religions. They 

mark the place that everyone, including the saints, must begin, but sanctity itself is 

immeasurably more. I’ll try to give you some sense of the deeper, more hidden, and 

ultimately more important levels when I speak with you further about this important 

matter of participation. 
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Lecture 2: 

Six Perspectives, Four Commonalities 

 

As you’ll remember, the focus of my previous lecture, broadly speaking, was on the 

relationship between religion and science. I defined “science”, in its modern sense, as an 

empirical means of knowing the material world. Because of its exclusive stress on what 

we can know through our five natural senses, and because of its characteristic assumption 

that the world of physical matter is the only reality, science is often in tension with 

religious belief and practice. And the reason for this (I said) is that the religions all tell us 

that the material world is not the only thing which exists and that there are spiritual ways 

of knowing which transcend what we can see, hear, taste, touch, and smell.  

 Unfortunately, as I explained, many contemporary scholars of religion have 

themselves accepted the scientific assumptions of our time, and their approach to their 

subject is therefore often strictly external. I called them the looking-at scholars, and I 

divided them into three basic categories: the primitivists, the functionalists, and the 

fideists. In contrast with their approach, I ended Lecture 1 by speaking on behalf of a 

very different kind of exploration, one that tries to take religious teachings seriously on 

their own terms by getting inside and looking-along them. Of course, once you begin to 

enter into something like a religion, you soon discover that there are various levels of 

involvement or levels of participation, and it was with this fact in mind that I called your 

attention in my YouTube lecture to four such levels, which I labeled belief, faith, 

experience, and transformation, each of which takes the religious person into a deeper, 

more intimate relationship with God. Many of us, of course, never go further than the 

first couple of levels: We may believe in God, because we have heard other people talk 

about Him; and we may take the further step of placing our faith in God, perhaps because 

we have noticed certain things in our lives that seem to imply His existence. But most of 

us would probably not say that we’ve had a direct experience of God—that we’ve known 

Him as certainly as we know the world around us—and still fewer people would claim to 

have been transformed by that knowledge into the very likeness of God. And yet the 

mystics and sages of the world’s religions are such people precisely, and they’re 
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unanimous in teaching that it’s possible for us, too, to enter into these deepest of levels. 

We’ll be looking very carefully throughout this course at how they say this can be done. 

 Today, however—in this last of my “overview” lectures—I want to shift gears 

just a bit and talk, still in general terms, about another set of issues that is equally 

important for the contemporary student of the world’s religions. You can’t engage in 

religious studies (as I told you last time) without at some point pondering the conflicts 

between religion and modern science; but you also can’t study the religions without at 

some point pondering their conflicts with each other. As we proceed with our tour of the 

major traditions, we’re going to encounter considerable variation in both beliefs and 

practices, and it’s therefore important for each of you to begin developing some sort of 

interpretive structure to make sense of the differences. What are we supposed to make of 

the apparently contradictory claims that we’re going to discuss? When it comes to God, 

for example, Judaism insists there is only one God, Hinduism allows for the existence of 

many millions of gods, and Buddhism declares the question of God to be moot—a 

distraction (at best) from the serious business of following an authentic spiritual path. Or 

take their views of salvation: According to Islam, salvation comes through submission 

and strict obedience to the revealed law of Allah (the Muslim name for God); for 

Christianity, it’s based on faith in the saving power of God’s Son, Jesus Christ, and 

adherence to His commandments; while in Taoism, it consists in reposing in the Tao, the 

mysterious source of God Himself, and in realizing we’re “saved” already. Who’s right 

and who’s wrong? What sense are we to make of this extraordinary variety? 

 When it comes to taking stock of such differences, there are several positions or 

perspectives a person may adopt concerning the competing truth-claims of the world’s 

religions. Notice that I’m now using the word in the plural: “religions” with an “s” on the 

end. Understood in the singular, as the relationship between any given human being and 

whatever he believes to be supremely important, religion is naturally going to differ from 

person to person, and the contradictions between people’s religious beliefs will be as easy 

to explain as the differences in their tastes for food or music. But when we’re talking 

about religions-in-the-plural—that is, particular sets of beliefs and practices that are 

intended to bring us into union with the Supreme Reality—the variety of teachings 

becomes considerably more interesting, and also more problematic. Since the religions all 
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claim they’re describing nothing less than the highest Truth, what are we to do when they 

describe it in opposing or contradictory ways?   

There are, I suggest, six things you may do, corresponding to six possible 

perspectives on the world’s religions. To explain and distinguish these perspectives, I 

want to make use of a metaphor that’s often employed in such discussions, that of a 

mountain. As you should know from your assigned reading in A Book of Saints, this is the 

metaphor used by the author of the second article, Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, in his 

discussion of “Paths That Lead to the Same Summit”. The summit or mountaintop in the 

article is meant to signify God, of course, and the various paths up the mountain 

correspond to the different religions. Other scholars, wishing to make much the same 

point, have compared the religions to the dialects of a single language, to the colors of the 

spectrum, and to the radii of a circle. But for now at least, I’ll stick to the image of a 

mountain. 

 1. The first position you could take is that of Atheism. The atheist is the person 

who denies the existence of God, someone like the primitivists Marx, Freud, and 

Dawkins, whom I referred to last time. For this person, none of the religions is true; all of 

them are equally false; and hence their particular oppositions and conflicts are simply 

variations on the same nonsensical theme. In fact, it’s precisely the oppositions and 

apparent contradictions between religious traditions that are often the cause of the 

atheist’s objections to religion in the first place. All these religious people say they know 

the truth, the atheist complains, but all of them say different things. So the atheist 

concludes, not without reason, that religion must be merely the creation of man and that 

the mountain is nothing but a mirage—an optical illusion caused, perhaps, by a large and 

strikingly shaped cloud bank on the horizon. 

 2. Going to the very opposite end of the spectrum from atheism, there is a second 

point of view, one I call Indiscriminate Inclusivism. You know of course what it means to 

be indiscriminate, let’s say in the area of food or clothes. The indiscriminate person is 

willing to eat anything or wear anything and isn’t at all fussy about looks and taste. So 

also here, but in this case, of course, we’re talking about religions. The indiscriminate 

inclusivist is the person who’s prepared to accept the claims of all religions without 



 15 

exception; he includes them all in his spiritual diet, as it were, for all religions, he says, 

are equally true. All of them lead up the mountain to God. 

 3. Thirdly, there is the perspective of Indiscriminate Exclusivism. I use this phrase 

to characterize the point of view of a person who accepts only one of the world’s 

religions and who rejects or excludes all the others. Only one religion, she believes—her 

own—is true; all others are utterly false. One and only one path leads to the top of the 

mountain, while all the others lead their followers away from God into the desert or 

“outer darkness”. To put the point even more bluntly: a single religion alone leads to 

Heaven; everybody else is going to hell. One of the biggest religious dilemmas in the 

world today is that many Christians believe that Christianity is the only way to be saved 

while many Muslims believe that Islam is the only (or at least the best) way to be saved: 

Obviously this is a recipe for problems! 

 4. Fourth comes the perspective that I call Syncretism. As you may know, a 

syncretist is someone who likes to collect bits and pieces of things from myriad and 

disparate sources and who then puts them all together into his own unique and 

idiosyncratic synthesis. When it comes to the subject of this class, religious studies, 

syncretism refers to the belief that all religions are partially true and that the full truth can 

be gained only as a result of their combination. No path leads all the way to the summit, 

but by following successively or simultaneously several different paths from differing 

angles, the summit may be glimpsed in a sort of kaleidoscopic way and then exhibited in 

a sort of collage of “spiritual photographs”. 

 5. Next is the perspective I label Discriminate Exclusivism. Perhaps you can guess 

what this means. To be discriminating is to be particular; it means neither accepting 

everything nor rejecting everything, but making informed choices based on good reasons. 

Like the other exclusivist of the indiscriminate sort, this person believes only one religion 

is completely true, but rather than throwing all the others out as completely erroneous, 

he’s prepared to discriminate and to recognize and honor partial truths where he finds 

them. According to this view, only one path leads all the way to the summit, but other 

paths may still point us in the right direction; only one’s own religion is perfect, but other 

faiths are not without certain glimpses of truth. 



 16 

 6. Finally, there is the perspective of Perennialism. This is the point of view 

represented by the author of the article, Coomaraswamy. It’s called “perennialism” by 

analogy with a perennial flower, that is, one that continues to sprout and bloom every 

year from the same root. The perennialist idea is that there’s one Divine Source of all 

Truth and that this Source has repeatedly revealed itself to mankind, repeatedly 

“blossoming forth” into history, though each time in a somewhat different form, the 

differing forms or “flowers” being none other than the world’s major religions. Unlike 

the syncretist, the perennialist believes that each of these religions is completely (not 

partially) true; on the other hand, unlike the indiscriminate inclusivist, she does not 

believe every religion is true, but claims instead that some religions may be false and 

misleading. For perennialism, some religions are true and can save their adherents, while 

others are false and perhaps even dangerous. Some paths go all the way to the summit, 

some simply circle aimlessly around the base of the mountain, while others lead away 

toward the desert. 

I strongly recommend that you give some careful thought to these distinctions and 

that as the course unfolds you test these options in light of what you’re learning about 

each of the religions we study. As you learn about the teachings of Hindus, Buddhists, 

Confucians, Taoists, Jews, Muslims, Christians, and American Indians, ask yourself 

whether it makes the best sense to be an atheist, an indiscriminate inclusivist, an 

indiscriminate exclusivist, a syncretist, a discriminate exclusivist, or a perennialist. I 

should tell you right here at the start—in the interest of “truth in advertising”!—that I 

myself favor perennialism; this is the perspective that makes the best sense to me. But I 

don’t at all mean to suggest that you can’t disagree with me. Getting an “A” in this class 

in no way depends on your accepting everything I tell you! All that’s required is that you 

listen carefully, think deeply, and show clearly that you have understood certain claims. 

What you believe is entirely up to you. 

 With this assurance in place, I would like to say a bit more about perennialism 

before concluding this lecture—not in an attempt to “convert” you, but simply to clarify 

the approach I’ll be taking, and to give you something to “think against” if you decide 

you must adopt one of the other approaches. It’s particularly important that I introduce 

you to one of the most important, and characteristic, of perennialist ideas, namely, the 
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distinction often made by perennialist writers (like Coomaraswamy) between the exoteric 

and the esoteric dimensions of religion. The word “exoteric” in this context refers to the 

“outward” or “external” form of religious teachings and practices—in other words, to 

those things we see more or less at first glance when we view the “surface” features of a 

religion; the exoteric dimension is in this sense related to what we’ve called the “looking-

at” approach, though as you’ll discover they’re not exactly identical. On the other hand, 

the word “esoteric” refers to the “inward” or “internal” aspects of a religious tradition—

to things that are hidden from the view of outsiders and that perhaps even some of the 

religion’s own adherents have not yet understood; as you can see, there are similarities 

between the esoteric dimension and the “looking-along” attitude, though again they’re 

not exactly the same.  

The main reason I’m telling you about this distinction right now is that it provides 

us with a helpful way of situating both the exoteric differences and the esoteric 

commonalities in the world’s religions. The perennialist is fully prepared to admit (as 

anyone must) that exoterically—that is, in terms of the “letter” of their doctrines and 

rites—the world’s religions are dramatically different, sometimes even contradictory, as 

the examples I mentioned earlier clearly demonstrate: one God in Judaism, millions of 

gods in Hinduism, no God in Buddhism; salvation by works, salvation by faith, and 

salvation as a fait accompli. Nonetheless, according to the perennialist perspective, if we 

approach these religions esoterically, we’ll be able to see that they’re actually expressing 

the very same truths concerning the fundamental nature and structure of ultimate Reality; 

in spite of their seeming contradictions on the “surface”, anyone who digs down beneath 

that surface and penetrates to the underlying meaning of their teachings will discover that 

they’re pointing their adherents, beyond the “letter”, in precisely the same “spiritual” 

direction.  

This is a huge claim, I realize, and one that’s highly controversial. I don’t expect 

anyone to buy it yet, without having had a chance to learn something about the religions 

in question. So for now, in wrapping up this lecture, all I want to do is to get you thinking 

in rather general terms about a few key points—four points, to be precise—that may help 

to bring into focus what the perennialist sees as the underlying unanimity of the world’s 

major religions, points that may help you in time to adopt an “insider’s” view of your 
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own. As we study the world’s religions in this course, I’m going to suggest that you pay 

special attention to four “esoteric” commonalities, four essential elements or ingredients 

that are “inwardly” present at the heart of each tradition. These elements are Truth, 

Virtue, Beauty, and Prayer. Each of the religions we’re going to be studying teaches its 

adherents the Truth; each of them promotes and inculcates Virtue; each of them reveals, 

and revels in, Beauty; and each of them insists upon the importance of Prayer. To put the 

same point in different words, all of the world’s major religions include a doctrinal 

dimension, an ethical dimension, an aesthetic dimension, and a ritual dimension. The 

first of these elements, the doctrinal, is intended to serve as an expression of ultimate 

Truth; it’s meant to explain to the religious person the way things really are. The second, 

the ethical or moral element, tells the person how this Truth should be applied in his day-

to-day life; it gives people directions as to how to conduct themselves in a way that’s 

consistent with the Truth. The third element, the aesthetic dimension, assists religious 

people in grasping the Truth concretely by portraying it artistically: in music, painting, 

statuary, architecture, and dance. And the fourth essential ingredient, the ritual 

dimension, provides a person with the means of verifying the Truth in her own personal 

experience; it gives her the spiritual keys she needs to deepen her “level of 

participation”—to go beyond being a mere believer so as to become finally transformed. 

 Each of these inward or esoteric aspects of the world’s religions corresponds in 

turn to a distinct level or aspect of the human person, and it may help for you to think 

about what I’m saying in these terms:  

 Doctrine, which has to do with the Truth, is addressed to our minds; it gives us 

direction in thinking, and it’s intended to lead to our comprehension of God. 

 Ethics, which has to do with Virtue, is addressed to our wills; it gives us direction 

in choosing, and it’s meant to lead to our conformation to God. 

 Art, which has to do with Beauty, is addressed to our emotions; it gives us 

direction in feeling, and it leads us to appreciate the configuration of God. 

 Ritual or worship, which has to do with Prayer, is addressed to our bodies; it gives 

us direction in moving and being, and it leads to our concentration on God. (Why Prayer 

is related to the body may be puzzling at this point, but as we look at specific religions, I 

think you’ll begin to see the “esoteric” logic of this connection. More on that later.) 
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 In order to sum all this up, we might do well to go back one more time to my 

definition of “religions-in-the plural”. Religions, I’ve told you, are particular sets of 

beliefs and practices that are intended to bring their adherents into union with God. What 

I’ve called beliefs and practices might also be referred to as theories and methods. The 

doctrinal Truth of religion is concerned with the dimension of theory; it provides the 

believer with a map of Reality, of the way things really are. As for the other three 

elements—Virtue, Beauty, and Prayer—they’re all linked in various ways to practice or 

method; they provide the resources the believer needs in order to set out on his journey 

and actually begin moving in the direction the map indicates. Both theory and practice, or 

doctrine and method, are essential to all genuine religions. (I’ll tell you in class a Tibetan 

Buddhist parable that helps to illustrate this point.) So, putting all that I’ve been saying 

together, we come up with an expanded definition of the word “religions”. Religions, we 

can now say, are 

combinations of theory and method, or of doctrine and practice, which are 

intended to bring the whole human being—the mind by doctrinal comprehension, 

the will by ethical conformation, the emotions by aesthetic configuration, and the 

body by ritual concentration—into union with the supreme spiritual Reality. 

As I’ll be trying to show you as the course unfolds, Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, 

Taoism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and the religions of the Native Americans, despite 

their many outward or exoteric differences, are all inwardly or esoterically dedicated to 

this common goal. 
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Lecture 3: 

Groups of Religions; Hinduism and the Four Fours 
 

Today we’re turning to the first of the specific groups of religions we shall study this 

term. Up to this point, my lectures (both written and audio) have been designed to give 

you a sense of my overall approach and assumptions and how they compare with the 

attitudes and methods of other religious studies scholars. In the last couple of lectures, 

we’ve focused on the relationship between religion and science and on the relationship 

between the religions themselves. Without repeating the details, I’ll simply remind you 

that mine is a perennialist point of view and that my plan is to assist you in looking along 

the religions we study so as to discover their inward or “esoteric” resemblances. Not that 

we shall be neglecting the differences. I’m also concerned that you come away from 

Religious Studies 120 fully aware of the great variety among the world’s religions, 

including such things as the different views of God and salvation that I briefly mentioned 

last time. But I don’t want for us to lose sight of the forest for the trees, and I’ll therefore 

be stressing throughout the course the four common elements that I discussed with you 

last time: Truth, Virtue, Beauty, and Prayer—elements at the center or heart of every 

genuine or authentic religion. 

 As noted in the syllabus, I’ve organized the religions we study into four basic 

categories: South Asian Religion, East Asian Religion, Western Religion, and Primal 

Religion. The first three of these categories are obviously geographical or spatial, while 

the fourth is chronological or temporal. South Asia, East Asia, and the West refer to parts 

of the world, and as it happens the religions that originated in these areas are what we call 

historical religions—religions, that is, which have more or less dateable and traceable 

historical roots and trajectories. This is the kind of religion we’re going to be studying 

during the first three quarters of the course. The last group, the Primal Religions, can’t be 

geographically confined to any particular part of the world. Instead, what is most 

distinctive about them is the fact that they’re prehistoric in character, with their roots 

going back beyond the earliest dateable texts and historical records to the dawn of 

prehistory many thousands of years ago. We’ll be talking about religions in this category 

in the last part of the course. 
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 I find that a handy way of keeping track of these four categories is to use a 

diagram that I’ll show you during my audio-lecture—a little pie with three slices that can 

be overlaid on a map of the world. We’re going to be starting our studies by looking first 

at South Asian traditions, and as you’ll be able to see by comparing the diagram with the 

map, South Asia in this case refers primarily to the country of India, where Hinduism and 

Buddhism (the first two religions we’ll be discussing) arose. We’ll be turning second to 

East Asian religions, and again by looking at the map and the diagram, you’ll see that in 

this case we’re going to be talking mainly about religions found in China and Japan: 

Confucianism, Taoism, and the Zen form of Buddhism. Thirdly, we’ll look at the 

category of Western Religions, and with this in mind I’ve tried to arrange things on the 

map so that the third piece of the “pie” embraces the eastern end of the Mediterranean, 

including the Arabian peninsula, where Judaism and Islam—the two Western traditions 

we’re going to focus on—both originated. Finally, we’ll explore the category of Primal 

religion, represented in the diagram (as you’ll see) by concentric circles. The circle is a 

very appropriate image since the religions that belong to this family, as I’ve already 

noted, don’t come from any particular country, but rather can be found in many different 

settings throughout the whole globe. On the map, I’ve actually drawn three circles, with 

the area between the inner and middle circles positioned in such as way as to include such 

diverse places as Siberia in the northernmost part of Russia, the Polynesian Islands in the 

South Pacific, Australia, and also Africa, all of these being important centers of the 

Primal traditions. Between the middle and the outer circles, I’ve included an area that 

embraces both North and South America. Here too, prior to European colonization, there 

existed numerous groups of primal religious peoples; our emphasis in this class will be on 

the primal tradition of the North American Plains Indians. 

 Another way to think about the historical religions (South Asian, East Asian, and 

Western)—a philosophical rather than a geographical way—is in terms of the distinct 

problem or question that each of these three groups tends to focus its attention on. When 

it comes to dealing with life, every person is confronted with three basic problems. No 

matter who we are, or when or where we live, each of us is challenged by three different 

issues. The first is the problem of our own identity: Who am I? What does it mean to be 

me? In fact, what does it mean to have a self at all? People have answered this question in 
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various ways, but everybody asks it at one time or another and in one form or another; 

it’s an essential mark of being human. The second problem has to do with other people. 

Not only do I ask myself who I am; I also have to wrestle with the question of who you 

are. This is the problem of human relationships: Who are our neighbors? What are our 

responsibilities toward them? What is the best form of society? The third problem 

concerns our natural environment. I have to figure out who I am, and I need to understand 

how I should relate to you and other people; but at some point I must also face up to the 

question of what it means to be alive in this particular world: Why am I here and not 

somewhere else? And for that matter, what exactly is here? How did the world get 

started, how does it work, and what is it made of? To sum up, we could refer to these 

three sets of issues as the questions or problems of self, society, and nature.   

Alright, fine; but you’re wondering what the point is! The point is that each of the 

three major groups of historical religions can be understood in broad terms as having 

“specialized”, as it were, in one of these problems. (Huston Smith, author of the best-

selling book The World’s Religions and a good friend of mine for many years, often used 

this scheme in his lectures.) They certainly don’t ignore the other questions—every 

authentic religion, by definition, is able to teach us about our selves, our neighbors, and 

our world—and yet their primary focus tends to be on one “problem” in particular. To be 

precise, the South Asian religions like Hinduism are concerned above all with the 

question of self; the East Asian religions like Confucianism and Taoism tend to focus on 

the question of society; and the Western religions like Judaism and Islam have a special 

interest in the question of nature.  

 I’ll be returning to this point at the start of each corresponding unit of the course. 

For today, as we begin our discussions of South Asian religion, let me give you just a 

couple of quick examples of what I mean by saying that the traditions from this part of 

the world are typically focused on the question of self. Everybody, I said, is faced with 

the problem of personal identity: Who am I? Why am I myself and not someone else? 

What does it mean to have a soul or to be a human “self” at all? In the contemporary 

world, if you’re having problems figuring out who you are, a personality or identity 

crisis, it’s customary to go see a psychologist or psychiatrist, who will perhaps help to 

explain your difficulties by making a distinction between your ordinary waking 
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awareness and a deeper unconscious or subconscious self. Differing schools of modern 

psychology use different technical terms for these levels of awareness, but basically their 

distinctions remain essentially two-fold: between a conscious and an unconscious 

dimension. By contrast, certain traditional Hindu schools of yoga distinguish up to 121 

distinct levels or states of consciousness, leading Huston Smith (see above) to refer to 

India as “the world’s greatest introspective psychologist”. Three or four thousand years 

before the development of the idea of the unconscious in Europe (in the late nineteenth 

century), Indian religious teachers already knew about an even deeper and more subtle 

range of mental states and were instructing their students in precise techniques for 

entering into these extraordinary realms of awareness. Along these same lines it’s been 

observed that for every one psychological term in modern English, there are four in 

ancient Greek and about forty (!) in Sanskrit, the ancient language of Hinduism, a fact 

that clearly testifies to the subtlety and complexity of the South Asian understanding of 

the inward self. It’s important to remember facts like this before we go flattering 

ourselves on how highly developed and intelligent people are today! 

 In any case, with these broader characteristics in mind, let’s turn now to our first 

tradition, Hinduism. I’ll be saying more later on in this lecture about the Hindu interest in 

the human self, but it’s important to mention first of all just a few historical points.  

 Hinduism is the oldest of the religions in Asia, and probably the oldest historical 

religion in the world, although Judaism in the West may be a fairly close competitor. 

(Notice that I stressed the word “historical” here; the primal religions, which are 

prehistoric in character, are many thousands of years older yet.) The beginnings of 

Hinduism are actually a matter of considerable debate. Some have argued that the 

tradition dates back to around 2000 B.C., when a group of nomadic peoples from central 

Asia, the Aryans, began to settle in the northwest part of the Indian sub-continent, 

conquering the indigenous peoples who were already living along the banks of the Indus 

River; Hinduism as we know it today, these scholars say, stems from the combined 

religious beliefs of these two distinct peoples. Many Hindus themselves reject this theory, 

locating the origins of their religion exclusively within the Indian sub-continent and 

placing the beginning of their beliefs and practices at an even more remote, though still 

more or less datable, past; for example, based on astronomical data in the Hindu 
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scriptures, the birth of Krishna (see Lecture 4) has been calculated to have occurred in 

3112 B.C.  

Either way it’s agreed by all scholars that the word “Hindu” was first used (by the 

Persians) as a name for the people and culture of the Indus River valley, and this supplies 

a key to one important feature of this ancient religion. Unlike certain other traditions that 

have a strong missionary or proselytizing spirit—religions like Christianity and Islam, 

which are intended, according to their followers, for all people throughout the whole 

world—H-ind-uism is the religion of the Ind-us River civilization, and by far the majority 

of its adherents are still to be found in South and Southeast Asia: in India itself primarily, 

though also in Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, and Fiji. In this 

respect Hinduism is rather like Judaism, which is also the faith (at least primarily) of a 

single ethnic group. In order to be a member of these two religions, at least in their most 

traditional and orthodox forms, it is generally assumed that one must be born into them. 

In the case of Hinduism this is especially important, because certain religious practices 

depend upon which caste or class of society one belongs to, and these castes are 

traditionally determined by who one’s parents are, hence by heredity. 

 Now here I need to pause for a short disclaimer. It’s actually a little misleading to 

speak about Hinduism in the singular, as if it were one, single, monolithic religion that 

could be summed up in a creed or short statement of faith. The name “Hinduism” is in 

fact a western, scholarly invention used to refer to a widely variegated tapestry of 

spiritualities among the Indian people. A Hindu himself, however—unless he lives in the 

West or has been influenced by western terminology—would ordinarily have referred to 

his religion as the Sanâtana Dharma; this is a phrase in the ancient Indian language of 

Sanskrit that means “Eternal Law”, a law which is understood to have been revealed to a 

group of ancient Indian seers called the rishis and which is meant to guide human beings 

toward a state of ultimate fulfillment. In any case, rather than naming one specific, easily 

definable religious path, the word “Hinduism” is in fact a generic term for a vast array of 

beliefs and practices. In general, and putting the matter in the simplest possible way, 

scholars usually distinguish three major branches of Hinduism: that of the Vaishnavites, 

the Shaivites, and the Shaktas. The differences have to do in part with the fact that each 

group directs its worship and devotion toward a different deity: Vaishnavite religious 
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practice is focused on the god Vishnu; Shaivite practice on the god Shiva; and the Shaktas 

worship one or another of several Hindu goddesses, each of whom is an expression of the 

Divine feminine energy called Shakti. I’ll be describing these deities more carefully in 

my next lecture. 

 My essential point for the moment, however, is simply to stress the enormous 

complexity and variation that can be found under the heading of Hinduism—a 

complexity and variety even more mind-boggling than that of contemporary Christianity, 

with its thousands of different denominations, all of which believe in the same God at 

least! Now you’ll be glad to know, I’m sure, that we’re not going to be overly concerned 

in this class with all this complexity. This after all is an introductory course, and my plan 

with each religion we study is to focus mainly on the doctrines and practices that are 

common to all of its various subdivisions. But I did think you should know that what 

we’re discussing here is but the teeniest tip of the South Asian iceberg. 

 Alright, back to the question of self. I was a saying above that in a way which is 

typical of South Asian religion in general, the various strands of the Hindu tradition tend 

to “specialize” in the problem of personal identity, addressing themselves above all to the 

question of who I am and what it means to be a self. I’ve already mentioned Hinduism’s 

extraordinary subtlety when it comes to analyzing the numerous layers or levels of 

consciousness, and we’ll be seeing more of this when I describe for you in another lecture 

the spiritual techniques prescribed by certain schools of yoga. I’d like to use the last part 

of this lecture, however, to describe a somewhat different aspect of this characteristic 

focus. What I have in mind is the interest Hindus have traditionally shown not only in the 

different states of consciousness within a given self, that is, within the individual human 

being, but also in the many different kinds of consciousness one notices between selves, 

that is, between different human beings. Hinduism seems to be unique among the world’s 

religions in its belief that such differences have a deep spiritual significance and in its 

insistence that different sorts of people should therefore be offered a corresponding 

variety of spiritual paths. Hinduism therefore tends to be the most “perennialist” of all the 

world’s religions, if I could put it that way. As with every tradition, there are certainly 

important exceptions to this rule, but by and large Hindus are more likely than most other 



 26 

religious people to acknowledge—and often to rejoice in—the idea that there are multiple 

ways of ascending the mountain toward God. 

 According to Hinduism, people differ most importantly in four basic ways: (1) 

They differ with regard to their particular talents and vocations; (2) they differ over what 

they most want out of life; (3) they differ as to the stage of life they’re presently in; (4) 

and they differ as to which religious path, which type of spirituality, is most suitable for 

them. In each case, Hindus have broken down the possibilities into further subdivisions 

of four: four vocations, four wants, four stages, and four paths. To make this easier to 

remember, you might think of these as four suits of cards (diamonds, hearts, spades, and 

clubs). It’s only natural—the Hindus would say—that like any good card player each 

person should lead with the highest cards he’s been dealt in each suit. To discern my 

calling or vocation in light of my strongest talents, to know which of the wants is most 

important to me, to take account of which stage of life I’m in, and to be aware of which 

spiritual path I can most successfully follow are all extremely important considerations 

when it comes to my ultimate union with God. I shall discuss these “Four Fours” more 

carefully with you in my YouTube lecture, but to anticipate that discussion, and to make 

it easier for you to understand what I’m saying, let me here simply list the key terms in 

Sanskrit, with a promise to define them carefully when I speak about this issue.  

 

I. Varnas            II. Purushârthas III. Âshramas  IV. Margas 
    (Vocations)      (Wants)        (Stages)        (Paths) 
 _______________________________________________________________  
 

  1. Brahmana  1. Kama   1. Brahmacharya   1. Jnâna 

  2. Kshatriya  2. Artha   2. Gârhasthya    2. Bhakti 

  3. Vaishya  3. Dharma   3. Vânaprastha   3. Karma 

  4. Shûdra  4. Moksha   4. Sannyâsa    4. Raja 

 

In the meantime, give some thought to the question yourself. What would you say are the 

main sorts of things people are called to do? What are the most important human wants or 

desires? If you were carving up the typical human life span, where would you place the 
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major divisions? And which would you say are the primary ways in which people relate, 

or endeavor to relate themselves, to God? 
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Lecture 4: 

Conceptions of God; Hindu Theology 

 

Last time we embarked on an exploration of our first major religion, the South Asian 

tradition of Hinduism. I began the lecture by calling your attention to the four main 

categories or families of religions that we’ll be studying this semester, and I gave you 

some tips on how to remember the historical traditions both geographically and in light of 

their “specializations”: South Asian = Self; East Asian = Society; and Western = Nature. 

I then gave you a quick glimpse of where Hinduism came from, emphasizing that unlike 

certain other religions that stress missionary activity, it has always been mainly the 

religion of a particular people, namely, the people of India. I also explained that the term 

“Hinduism” is really a generic category, which includes numerous subdivisions, and I 

mentioned three of these groups: the Vaishnavites, the Shaivites, and the Shaktas. Finally, 

during the last part of the class, we spent some time talking about what I called “The Four 

Fours”—the four Vocations, Wants, Stages, and Paths—all of which Hinduism honors in 

its efforts to take seriously the differences between and within human selves. 

 In this lecture I want to spend a few minutes introducing you to the Hindu 

understanding(s) of God. I say “God” simply as a kind of shorthand right now and to get 

us into the subject. As you’ll see very shortly, however, the western word “God” is not 

entirely satisfactory for getting at the Hindu points of view. (Nor is “God” quite the right 

term when it comes to East Asian and Primal religions, but more of that down the road.) 

 It’s best if I lead up to my topic gradually by distinguishing first between several 

concepts or ideas of the Divine in general. What Hindus believe will make the most sense 

if we pause initially for a sort of panoramic survey of the possibilities. I’m going to 

propose that there are nine different conceptions of the Divine to be found among the 

world’s religions, and I’d like to make use of a further organizing principle: namely, a 

distinction (common among theologians and scholars of religion) between transcendence 

and immanence. The word “transcendence” refers to the fact that the Divine Reality 

surpasses all things—that it “goes beyond” (that’s literally what “trans-cendence” means) 

the world; “immanence”, on the other hand, points to the fact that this same Reality 
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nonetheless is present within all things—that it “dwells inside” (that’s the meaning of 

“immanence”) the world and is inwardly present in the heart of every creature.  

 Let me try to paint a mental picture for you. Imagine yourself standing outside on 

top of a hill in the middle of a crisp winter night, gazing straight up into the vastness of a 

starlit sky. You can be said at that moment to have sensed the most extreme form of 

Divine transcendence insofar as your primary feeling is one of distance, remoteness, 

absence—the absence, perhaps, of God Himself. This feeling, in fact, could be referred to 

as a kind of  

 1. Atheism, though I need to emphasize at once that I’m using this term in a 

different way from the usual. When I speak about “a-theism” in this present context, I 

don’t mean the out and out denial of God’s existence (as we’ve encountered it, for 

example, in Marx and Freud and Richard Dawkins), but rather a profound personal 

experience of emptiness or remoteness. Certain mystics (like Saint John of the Cross) 

have described this experience as the “dark night of the soul”, and Christians may recall 

in this connection Jesus’s words of dereliction on the Cross: “My God, my God, why hast 

Thou forsaken me” (Mark 15:34)—words that mysteriously testify to God the Son’s own 

keen awareness of the “distance” at the moment between Him and His Father. For each 

conception of the Divine, I’ve drawn a little picture that I’ll show you in my YouTube 

lecture, and in this case, when it comes to experiencing the absence of God, I’ve 

attempted to depict an empty sky above a bare hill. As you’ll be discovering a bit later on 

in the course, this first point of view can help us in understanding certain teachings of 

Buddhism. 

 2. A second view of the Divine is Deism (from the Latin word Deus for “God”). 

As perhaps you’ll remember from your studies of history or philosophy, seventeenth and 

eighteenth century thought in Europe owed much to a group of thinkers whom we refer to 

as Deists, who pictured God as a sort of cosmic “clock-maker”; the God they envisioned 

was responsible for the creation of the world—it was He who got it all put together and 

“wound it up” to begin with—but He then had no subsequent contact with it. Deism goes 

hand in hand with what we might call a sort of Divine “aloofness”: There is no 

intervention (and therefore no miracles) on God’s part in the world, no special care nor 

particular concern for His creatures. As you’ll see, my picture for this possibility adds a 
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star (representing God) to the previous image, but the star has been placed at a distance 

from the hill and with no indication of having any connection with the earth. No major 

religion I know of has ever conceived of God in quite this way—and so I don’t have a 

tradition to connect with this diagram. As I’ve already mentioned, however, deism was a 

very influential view among many scientists and philosophers during the European 

Enlightenment, and it continues to be a rather popular theology today among people who 

would like to believe in God while nonetheless accepting the modern scientific 

worldview, so it seemed to me that it ought at least to be mentioned. 

 3. Dualism. This is a way of conceiving the Divine that believes in the existence 

of two Gods, one good and one bad, who are engaged in a cosmic struggle for universal 

supremacy. I’ve placed dualism with the other perspectives that stress transcendence 

because the battle in question is often represented as a struggle between somewhat distant 

celestial potentates, whose concern for the world is largely a function of their wish to be 

in charge, and not (or not primarily) because of any special care they might have for the 

world or its creatures. Certain schools of thought within the ancient Persian religion of 

Zoroastrianism exemplify theological dualism, for in addition to a good deity named 

Ahura Mazda (or “the wise Lord”), they also conceived of an “evil spirit” named Angra 

Mainyu, who is Ahura Mazda’s virtual equal in power. (I should perhaps add that there 

are only a few remaining members of this very tiny tradition, most of whom live in India 

today. Referred to as Parsis, these contemporary Zoroastrians stress the supreme lordship 

of Ahura Mazda and therefore the unitary, not dualistic, character of their religion.) In my 

diagram, there are now two stars in the sky. 

 4. Henotheism, from the Greek adjective henos, meaning “one”. This perspective 

believes in the existence of multiple deities, but only one of them is regarded as worthy 

of worship. The God who is worshiped, the High God of the pantheon, is conceived in 

this scheme as having a closer contact with the world and man than His divine 

competitors. Hence in my picture, as you’ll see, there are several little stars and a 

somewhat closer Big Star. God, in this scheme, is not simply a possessor of power or an 

enforcer of territory, but also a moral authority, who seeks the good of His creatures. This 

is the most “immanent” of the transcendent possibilities. Scholars believe that in its 

earliest form, the religion of the ancient Hebrews was henotheistic in nature, as is 
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suggested by the first of the Biblical Ten Commandments, where God tells Moses, “Thou 

shalt have no other gods before me” (Exod. 20:3). Notice that He doesn’t say that there 

aren’t other gods, only that they shouldn’t come first, and this notion is confirmed in 

Exodus 22:20 when God adds that “whoever sacrifices to any god, save to the Lord only, 

shall be utterly destroyed”. 

 5. Monotheism. Monotheism, like henotheism, is based upon the notion of unity, 

the word in this case coming from another Greek root that also means “one”, the 

adjective monos. In this instance, however, the claim is not merely that only one God 

should be worshiped, but that only one God exists. The monotheist believes that there is 

only one true Divinity, and that other alleged deities are mere pretenders or illusions. This 

way of viewing God is a kind of half-and-half combination of transcendence and 

immanence. From the monotheistic point of view, God is certainly other than the world––

and beyond the world––for He created it, but nonetheless (unlike the Deist God) He 

sustains and cares for that world, intervening in history and moving in and among men in 

order to ensure that human events fall into line with His overall plan. When it comes to 

the religions that we’ll be exploring this term, Islam will be our main focus for 

monotheism. In my corresponding picture, there is one star, relatively close to the 

“hilltop”, with lines of “mercy” extending down. 

 Now we pass over to a second set of conceptions and to an emphasis on the 

dimension of immanence. As we make this transition, I need for you to redraw your 

mental picture. Let’s say that you’ve come down from the hill you were standing on and 

entered a lush green valley, and that it’s no longer night; instead it’s the middle of a 

beautiful springtime day, and rather than gazing up at the sky, you’re looking down 

toward the earth, carefully inspecting the flowers and butterflies and other myriad 

creatures as you stroll along the banks of a bubbling stream or brook. I suggest that in this 

case your fundamental feeling is not going to be one of absence or emptiness, but rather 

of presence and fullness, as you sense in some inexplicable way that the Divine is 

radiating forth from the entire world beneath and around you. 

 6. Polytheism. The first point of view I’ll mention on this immanent side of the 

ledger is polytheism, which means literally “many-god-ism”; it’s the belief in a plurality 

or multiplicity of deities, all of which (or at least many of which) are regarded as 
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appropriate objects for worship. In placing this conception among the “immanent” views 

of the Divine, I have in mind in part the accounts of the gods and goddesses we find in 

ancient Greek and Roman mythology (figures like Zeus, Athena, Poseidon, Hera, Apollo, 

and so on); and I’m thinking of their intimate interest in the affairs of the world, their 

characteristically anthropomorphic representations, and the way in which they were 

believed to be involved in the superintendence of particular natural forces or human 

activities (Poseidon = god of the sea; Ares = god of war, etc.). I’ve tried to picture this 

way of looking at things in my diagrams by drawing several little stars right next to the 

earth, as if they were dwelling on the top of Mount Olympus. Ancient Greek and Roman 

religions were examples of this conception, as are a number of primal religions today. 

 7. Panentheism. This word must not be confused with the very similar term 

“pantheism”. A pantheist is someone who believes that everything is God, but a pan-en-

theist—note the extra syllable—says that everything is in God; the word means literally 

“all-in-God-ism”. Those of you who are Christians may remember a famous line from 

Saint Paul’s speech to the Athenian intelligentsia, found in Acts 17. God, says Paul, “is 

not far from each one of us, for [and then Paul quotes one of the ancient Greek poets] ‘In 

Him we live and move and have our being’” (Acts 17:27-28). The Divine is here pictured 

as one and not many, and as containing the myriad beings and powers of the world within 

itself. As you’ll see in YouTube Lecture 4, my diagram of this conception includes a 

large star with the semicircle of the world inside of it. This way of looking at things is 

probably best represented among the traditions we’ll study by the Chinese religion of 

Taoism. (Note that this conception is relatively more transcendent than No. 8 since God 

is here seen as the circumference or container, with the world as His content.) 

 8. Animism. Where the panentheist says that God contains all things, the animist 

believes that all things in a sense contain God. The term “animism” comes from the Latin 

word anima, which means “soul”; it’s also the source of our English words “animal” and 

“animate”. An animal is a creature that possesses a soul, the soul being understood in this 

case as an inward principle of feeling and consciousness; and of course to animate 

something is to bring it to life, to give it the power of feeling and knowing and moving. 

What the religious animist says is that everything that exists, whether we’re aware of the 

fact or not, is inwardly enlivened by the presence of God. God is the “soul” of all things, 
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and He can be sensed, not merely in the movements of animals, but in the growth of 

plants, in the running of water, and in the shining of the sun and moon. You will notice 

that in this picture the Divine star is inside the semicircle of the world. The religious 

traditions of the American Indians are probably best placed in this category. (This 

conception is relatively more immanent than No. 7 since God is now seen as the center or 

content.)  

 9. Monism. Finally, there is one additional viewpoint that we need to have in mind 

this semester, and this is monism, a perspective which says that there’s only one (again 

from the Greek monos = one) true Reality and that this Reality is Divine. This conception 

of God goes much further than either panentheism or animism; it’s not simply that the 

world is in God, and it’s not simply that God is in the world. Rather there is only God and 

no world! Monism is thus the total opposite of religious “Atheism”. Where for the 

“atheist” God seems so far away as to be utterly absent, leaving the Ultimate and 

emptiness meaning much the same thing, for the monist He is so close as to be utterly 

present—so close and all-pervasive, in fact, that He excludes or displaces everything else. 

The Divine completely eclipses or submerges the universe, which is understood in this 

conception to be nothing but an illusion. My drawing for this possibility pictures a star 

that is now so big as to take up the entire area of the diagram. As you’ll see shortly, this 

final way of looking at the Divine is especially characteristic of the religion of Hinduism.  

Alright, with these nine conceptions in mind, and with a bit of a preview as to 

where the religions we’ll be studying should be positioned, I want to circle back now to 

the Hindu tradition.  

 I just said that the Hindu’s perception of the Divine can be understood as a form 

of monism, but in saying this I’m radically simplifying an admittedly much more 

complicated picture. When it comes to its conception of God, there’s undoubtedly a 

strong monistic tendency within the Hindu tradition, but at the same time Hinduism can 

also be seen to embrace all the other immanent conceptions as well, for it’s also 

polytheistic, panentheistic, and animistic, depending on your emphasis, and depending 

above all on whether you’re interpreting Hindu doctrine exoterically or esoterically. Let 

me try to explain what I mean by giving you some details, adding the specific Hindu 

terminology as I go along. 
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 The Supreme Spiritual Reality—what a Christian would simply call “God”—is 

referred to in Hinduism by the Sanskrit word Brahman. Brahman is a neuter term—in 

other words, it’s not a “he” or a “she” but an “it”—and it designates accordingly an 

impersonal metaphysical Principle. Now a distinction can be made, say the Hindus, 

between two dimensions or aspects of this Principle: Nirguna Brahman and Saguna 

Brahman. You might think of these as two sides of one coin. The word nirguna means 

“without quality”, and it refers to that dimension of the Supreme Reality which cannot be 

described by any categories or qualities known to man. Nirguna Brahman remains 

forever an utter mystery; the only word we can use in referring to it is the Sanskrit 

pronoun Tat, which simply means “That”. On the other hand, the word saguna means 

“with quality”, and it refers to that aspect of Brahman which can be expressed in human 

words and which does have qualities we can understand. To be precise, Saguna Brahman 

can be described in terms of three basic concepts: sat, which means being or existence; 

chit, which means consciousness; and ananda, which means joy or bliss. Take your idea 

of what it means to exist, your idea of what it means to be conscious, and your idea of 

what it means to be happy, and then project those ideas out toward infinity, imagining the 

greatest possible kind of being, the greatest possible knowledge, and the greatest joy, and 

you’ll have a dim glimpse (say the Hindus) of what Saguna Brahman is like. (Christians 

and other religious people of the West are familiar with the idea that God is omnipotent 

or all-powerful and omniscient or all-knowing, but to these familiar concepts the Hindus 

add that the Divine is also omni-felicitous or “entirely-blissful”.) In any case Sat-chit-

ananda is the greatest thing we can say about Brahman, though this still leaves 

untouched its other, ever-elusive, and always hidden side of nirguna.   

 Going a step further, Hinduism adds that Saguna Brahman manifests or reveals 

itself in three main ways, and that in doing so it takes on certain personal characteristics 

whereby man can better understand it. As a personal Being, the Divine Reality is called 

Îshvara, and it is said to manifest itself in the form of three different gods: Brahmâ (the 

Creator), Vishnu (the Preserver), and Shiva (the Transformer or Destroyer). Each of these 

gods, moreover, is believed to have a feminine counterpart—that is, a corresponding 

goddess (called shakti)—who shares in the same basic function or operation. I said earlier 

that Brahman is impersonal, but it would actually be better to say that Brahman is supra-
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personal; its “it-ness” doesn’t mean that it’s neither masculine nor feminine, but rather 

that it’s both. Therefore, says the Hindu, it only makes sense that when Brahman takes on 

personal forms, it should do so in both masculine and feminine ways. Hence there are 

various pairs of gods and goddesses. The goddess Sarasvati is matched up with Brahmâ; 

the goddess Lakshmî accompanies Vishnu; and the goddess Pârvatî goes with the god 

Shiva. As I mentioned last time, Vaishnavites are Hindus whose principal god is Vishnu; 

Shaivites are Hindus who worship the god Shiva; and Shaktas are Hindus who are 

focused primarily on one of the goddesses, usually the goddess Parvati. 

 Now, as if all that’s not enough (!), I need to tell you about a further twist. Like 

Christianity, Hinduism teaches that the Divine has become incarnate—that God, in other 

words, has willingly chosen to come to earth in visible, tangible form. Unlike 

Christianity, however, which says that this happened just once, when Jesus Christ, the 

Son of God (and second person of the Trinity), became man (see John 1:14), the Hindu 

believes it has taken place many times. This is an especially important doctrine to know 

about when it comes to the Vaishnavite branch of Hinduism, which teaches that the god 

Vishnu has already appeared on earth nine times, at different moments of history. These 

appearances, manifestations, or (literally) “descents” of God are referred to as Avatâras. 

Four of those incarnations were in the form of animals—a fish, a tortoise, a boar, and a 

lion—and five more have been in the form of human beings. The best known of these 

human incarnations are Rama and Krishna. (I mentioned Krishna last time and the 

traditional year of his birth.) They are to the Vaishnavite Hindu religion what Jesus is to 

Christianity, appearing in the Hindu scriptures as the principal heroes in two great epics. 

But this isn’t the end of the story. A tenth, and final, incarnation of Vishnu is yet to come, 

according to Vaishnavite belief; he’s called the Kalki Avatâra, and his appearance on 

earth, at the very end of the world, is described in Hindu prophecies in much the same 

language as the Second Coming of Christ. The primary purpose of all these incarnations 

is to manifest Divine mercy and love and to bring justice to the world. In the Bhagavad 

Gita (I’ll say more about this extremely important Hindu sacred text in my next lecture) 

Krishna says: “Whenever the Dharma (spiritual Law) is forgotten, whenever anarchy 

prevails, I incarnate myself. In every age, I come back: to deliver the righteous, to destroy 

the wicked, to establish the Dharma” (IV, 7-8). 
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 Now I realize these ideas must look very complicated to those of you who’ve 

never heard anything about Hinduism before. To tell you the truth, though, the actual 

situation is in fact even more complicated—but paradoxically it’s also much simpler! Let 

me underscore first the complexity. I’ve talked about Brahmâ, Vishnu, Shiva, and their 

corresponding goddess companions, and I’ve done so because these are certainly the 

main Hindu deities of classical and modern times, but you need to realize they are just 

chapter one, even paragraph one, of a huge book: there are hundreds (even thousands and 

millions) of additional deities, many of whom are capable of manifesting themselves in 

multiple forms. Talk about polytheism! Hinduism includes more deities than any other 

world religion.  

 On the other hand—and now here comes the simplicity—it turns out that in the 

final analysis all these multitudinous beings are really the projections or expressions of an 

ultimate One, namely, Brahman—so that in fact, you see, there is but a single Divinity. 

There’s a passage in one of the Upanishads (another very important set of Hindu 

scriptures) that makes this point very nicely. A spiritual seeker named Vidagdha 

Shakalya asked his teacher, Yajnavalkya, “How many gods are there, O Yajnavalkya?” 

The teacher replied, “As many as are mentioned in the hymn to the Vishvedevas, namely, 

333,000,000.” “Yes,” Vidagdha Shakalya said, “But how many gods are there really, O 

Yajnavalkya?” “33”, the teacher replied. “But how many gods are there really, O 

Yajnavalkya?”  “6”. “But how many gods are there really, O Yajnavalkya?” “3”. “But 

how many gods are there really, O Yajnavalkya?” “2”. “But how many gods are there 

really, O Yajnavalkya?” “1 and 1/2” [!]. “But how many gods are there really, O 

Yajnavalkya?” “1”, the teacher said finally. Then Vidagdha Shakalya asked, “Who, then, 

are these 333,000,000?” Yajnavalkya replied, “These are only the various powers” 

(Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, III. 9. 1). A similar point is made in one of the prayers 

that’s recited by a Hindu priest at the beginning of certain temple ceremonies: “O Lord, 

forgive me three sins: Thou art everywhere, but I worship you here; Thou needest no 

praise, but I offer you these prayers and salutations; Thou art without form, but I worship 

you in these forms.”  

So from one point of view all the millions of gods are really just Brahman in 

disguise. All the multiplicity is really just Unity. Moreover—here’s the final point I want 



 37 

to make in this lecture, and it’s a point that will probably be the most surprising of all to 

you—not only are these numerous gods really one; not only is Brahman the only true 

Divinity. It’s also the case, according to many Hindus, that what this Divinity really is … 

is you! Believe it or not, you are the Ultimate Reality. Of course, you’ve forgotten this 

astounding fact, and most of the time you don’t live up to your real nature. But it’s 

nonetheless true: although God can be conceived as transcending all things, as existing 

beyond the furthest reaches of the universe, at the same time He is equally immanent, 

dwelling in fact at the root of your own deepest Self, which the Hindus call Atman. Hence 

the unparalleled importance of a famous phrase from the Hindu scriptures, Tat tvam asi: 

“That thou art.” 

 Hindus have a wonderful story to illustrate this astonishing doctrine, a story about 

a baby tiger and some goats that befriend him. But I’ll save that, and further discussion of 

Tat tvam asi, for my YouTube lecture. 
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Lecture 5 

Overcoming Illusion through Yoga 
 

My last lecture was focused on the Hindu idea of God. I should of course say “ideas” in 

the plural, since (as I told you) there’s a considerable variety in Hindu theology. I began 

the session by describing nine distinct conceptions of the Divine, which I labeled 

Atheism, Deism, Dualism, Henotheism, Monotheism, Polytheism, Panentheism, 

Animism, and Monism. And I explained that Hindu beliefs include all four of the 

“immanent” viewpoints. Hindus believe, like other polytheists, in many different gods 

who are all worthy of worship; and yet they also agree with the panentheists that the 

world is contained inside a single Divinity, and again with the animists that this Divinity 

is contained in the world. When push comes to shove, however, what many Hindus tend 

to emphasize most is the monistic idea: that the Divine is ultimately the only thing that 

truly exists. I then gave you a quick introduction to several key Hindu theological names 

and terms, and I concluded the lecture with what I predicted might be for most of you the 

most startling of all Hindu doctrines: the idea that each of us is God: Tat tvam asi. In 

other words, Brahman is Atman: God is your own deepest Self. 

 Today I’d like to turn the discussion toward the topic of method. Every religion, 

as I’ve told you before, is a combination of beliefs and practices, or of doctrines and 

methods. A religion not only tells us something about The Way Things Really Are; it also 

provides us with specific advice on what we might do to experience what is Real for 

ourselves. In the case of Hinduism, spiritual method or practice is closely tied to the 

different margas or “paths”, which we discussed in connection with the “Four Fours”; as 

you’ll remember there are four distinct ways of relating to the Ultimate: the path of 

knowledge, or jnâna; the path of love, or bhakti; the path of work, or karma; and the path 

of meditation, or raja. Today I want to speak in greater detail about these different paths, 

especially raja, and in doing so I’m going to refer to some of the Hindu scriptures—in 

particular to a very famous sacred text of India called the Bhagavad Gîtâ. I mentioned the 

Gîtâ last time in connection with the Hindu doctrine of the Avatâras, when I quoted the 

words of Krishna about his periodically returning to the earth to re-establish the Divine 
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Law. Before quoting from this book again, however, it’s a good idea, I think, if I give you 

some context. 

  The Bhagavad Gîtâ has been called “the most important, the most influential, the 

most luminous of all the Hindu scriptures”, “the most popular book in Hindu religious 

literature”, and the text that “most Hindus regard as containing the essence of the Vedas 

and the Upanishads”. These claims are all the more striking when you consider the fact 

that the Gîtâ is only a tiny fragment of a vast collection of Hindu scriptures or sacred 

writings. It is itself—to give you some sense of this vastness—just a very small part of a 

much longer book called the Mahâbhârata, which is said to be the world’s longest poem; 

containing around 100,000 verses, the Mahâbhârata is approximately fifteen times the 

length of the entire Bible (both Old and New Testaments). And even the Mahâbhârata is 

just the tip of the Hindu scriptural iceberg! 

 The setting of the Bhagavad Gîtâ is a battlefield, and this is both historically and 

symbolically important. As the narrative begins, a great battle is about to begin, itself one 

of many such conflicts in an on-going war comparable in its scope and in the power and 

nobility of its participants to the Trojan War described by the Greek poet Homer in the 

Iliad. At the opening of the first chapter, one of the mightiest of the warriors, a prince 

named Arjuna, has just realized that he’s caught in a no-win situation. He orders his 

charioteer to drive his chariot between the two opposing armies so that he can survey 

their ranks, and as he looks at them it dawns upon him that no matter what happens, 

whoever the victor, a great many men whom he loves and honors are going to be killed. 

Arjuna has relatives in fact in both armies, and he sees that regardless of the eventual 

victor, those who survive will bear a great burden of guilt for the rest of their lives. And 

so, casting down his bow in grief, he resolves not to fight. Let his enemies “come with 

their weapons against me in battle,” he says. “I shall not struggle or strike them. Now let 

them kill me. That will be better.” 

 Now as I’m sure you can guess, the real “battlefield” being described in the story 

is not only the plain of Kurukshetra––the geographical site, according to Hindu tradition, 

of the actual engagement in ancient India––nor is the real “war” simply the one that was 

fought there according to the Hindus around 3000 B.C. In fact, with the exception of a 

few references here and there, the rest of this sacred text never even mentions the 
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physical or historical setting. What follows instead is a dialogue between Arjuna, the 

prince, and his charioteer, who turns out to be none other than Krishna, an incarnation of 

Vishnu. And their dialogue makes it very clear that the real battlefield is an inward one—

a battlefield within the heart of the prince himself, but also within all human beings. The 

true war, in other words, is a spiritual war, and the results of successful combat are not 

worldly power or wealth, but final union with God.  

According to Hinduism, as I suggested in my last YouTube lecture, man is 

enmeshed in a vast cosmic illusion—he’s a tiger who’s been conditioned to think he’s a 

goat—and the battle of which the Bhagavad Gîtâ is speaking is a struggle to break free 

from the grip of this illusion. To be more precise, each one of us is doubly deluded. 

We’re deluded on the one hand in thinking that the world around us is fully real; 

whatever my senses take in—all the colors, and shapes, and sounds, and textures, and 

smells—I simply assume corresponds with the truth. I assume without question that what 

these senses are telling me provides me with a valid knowledge of what’s really there. 

But that’s false, says the Gîtâ in particular and Hinduism in general. For everything you 

see, hear, taste, touch, and smell—the whole of that seemingly solid thing we mean by 

the “world”—is in fact an illusion. To use the Sanskrit term for this important teaching, 

it’s only Mâyâ (the English word “magic” is an etymological relative). Only Brahman is 

real; everything else is the product of Mâyâ.  

This, however, is only half of our problem. I said we’re doubly deluded. We’re 

deluded in our understanding of the world around us, but we’re also deluded on the other 

hand in our understanding of ourselves. Like a tiger cub that thinks it’s a goat, I’ve grown 

up thinking of myself strictly in terms of physical, emotional, and mental categories. I 

identify myself with my body on the one hand and with the contents of my emotions and 

my mind on the other, and I go around acting as though this physical thing is really me, 

or at the very least I think of “myself” as somehow lodged irrevocably inside of this 

thing—somewhere, perhaps, behind my eyes and between my ears. And when I think of 

that inner and imprisoned self I tend to do so in terms of its memories, and dreams, and 

expectations, and impulses, and fears, and desires; in short I identify my true “I” with the 

various contents of my consciousness. But once again, says the Hindu, that’s a huge 

mistake. Neither the physical bodies in which we seem to exist, nor the emotions and 
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thoughts that seem to exist within us, are us. Who we really are is something far deeper 

and infinitely more profound, which the Gîtâ, like many other Hindu scriptures, refers to 

as Atman, or the “Self”, a Self—as I told you last time—which is identical with the 

Supreme Spiritual Reality of Brahman. Far down inside, beneath the many layers and 

veils of your ego, you’re in fact of one essence with God. Tat tvam asi: “That (ultimate 

Reality) Thou (in your heart of hearts) art.”  

 Fair enough, but if that’s really true, you might ask, what exactly are we supposed 

to do about it? Just supposing for the sake of argument that this Hindu view is correct, 

how is a person to put it into practice? Here is where Hinduism would ask us to take a 

closer look at the margas or paths. For this is precisely the purpose of the paths: to give 

us the precise and very practical directions we need in order to disentangle our minds 

from this double illusion and in order to verify, in our own experience, the ultimate truth 

of our identity with God. As it happens, Krishna’s advice to Arjuna in the Bhagavad Gîtâ 

amounts to a kind of synthesis of all the margas—jnâna, karma, bhakti, and raja—and 

reading this classic text in its entirety (when you have time at some point in the future!) 

would be your very best way of going more deeply into this subject.  

Given the space available in this single lecture, however, I’m going to focus on 

just one of these margas, namely, the fourth path of raja, which is the way of meditation 

and yoga. I’ve made this choice for a couple of reasons. In the first place, of all the many 

spiritual techniques one finds in India, meditation and yoga are usually what come to 

mind first for most westerners when they think about Hindu spiritual practice. But at the 

same time they’re also forms of spirituality that are very foreign to the practice of people 

from a predominantly western religious background––as most of you in this course 

probably are. A Christian who’s asked how people might become more closely related to 

God will typically recommend among other things that they should study the Bible and 

endeavor to understand what it says, and in saying this the Christian is advocating 

(though of course she doesn’t call it that) a kind of jnâna marga, that is, a path of 

knowledge. Many (though not all) Christians will also tell you that you ought to perform 

good deeds or good works as a complement or supplement to your faith, deeds dedicated 

to the service of others and undertaken without any concern for reward or applause, and 

in saying this Christians are recommending (again in Hindu terms) a kind of karma 
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marga—that is, the way of work, or “non-attached action”. And of course a Christian 

also says, most emphatically, that people should do their best to love God as completely 

and as fully as possible, with all their heart, soul, mind, and strength, and in this respect 

the Christian is putting the stress on what Hindus call bhakti marga, that is, the path of 

love and devotion toward God.  

Most Christians, however—at least those who hail from Catholic or Protestant 

backgrounds; the case is different for Orthodox Christians—do not engage in the sort of 

practices that are typically associated with the fourth kind of marga, that is, the way of 

meditation and yoga. Yoga is meant to do at least three basic things: first of all, it’s a 

means of detaching our senses from the world around us; second, it’s a way of cultivating 

indifference toward the feelings of pleasure and pain or disappointment and joy that are 

constantly arising within us; and third, it’s a means of promoting a one-pointed mental 

focus or concentration on the Atman or true Self. And of course the goal of all this—the 

same goal all the margas are seeking—is to overcome Mâyâ and to realize our inward 

identity with Brahman. The outer world of physical or empirical objects, on the one hand, 

and the inner “world” of our ordinary day-to-day consciousness, on the other, must both 

be conquered by the true spiritual warrior. For all of this is illusory, and it must be seen as 

such if we’re to have any hope of being united with God.  

 I can’t even begin to go into all the details, but I’ll mention just a few of the most 

important techniques that are used by those who follow this path.  

First of all, as many of you probably knew even before signing up for this course, 

yoga includes the use of very precise bodily postures, called asanas. The principle behind 

this aspect of yogic practice is that it’s impossible for a person to overcome illusion 

without first gaining control over his mind, and gaining control over the mind requires in 

turn that one eliminate all of those bodily itchings and achings and irritations and 

imbalances that dominate so large a part of our normal consciousness. By learning to sit 

or stand comfortably in very specific positions, it’s possible to reduce physical effort to 

an absolute minimum, and this in turn frees up a whole realm of attention which, whether 

we know it or not, is in most of us wasted or squandered just trying to keep the body 

going. The best known of these asanas is the “lotus posture” (padmasana), so called 

because in sitting in this position one mimics the shape or the structure of the water 
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flower that goes by that name. Here’s the way it’s described in one of the traditional 

yogic treatises: “Place the right foot on the left thigh and similarly the left foot on the 

right thigh, cross the hands behind the back, and firmly grasp the large toes of the feet so 

crossed, the right hand on the right large toe, and the left hand on the left. Then place the 

chin on the chest and fix the gaze on the tip of the nose”. If you’ve never tried to sit this 

way, you’ll find that at first this is an extremely difficult, in fact quite painful, position to 

achieve. But according to the yogis, some of whom are able to sit in the lotus posture for 

hours, and even days, at a time, it’s the most stable position the body can be in, a stability 

that in turn gives rise to a corresponding mental or spiritual control and balance, and 

hence to a greater freedom than would otherwise be possible from the distractions of the 

world.  

A second very common practice of yoga is control of one’s respiration, called 

pranayama in Sanskrit—literally, the “stopping” (yama) of the “life force” (prana). Once 

you’ve mastered the various asanas and have achieved a certain measure of equilibrium 

in relation to the physical world outside of you, your next task is to gain a similar mastery 

over the physical world inside of you, including the bodily processes we normally 

associate with the autonomic nervous system, like digestion and circulation. In order to 

do this, Hindus recommend starting first with a physical process over which even the 

novice has at least some degree of control, namely, breathing. Anyone just by relaxing 

can slow his breathing rate, and of course we can also hold our breath and even 

completely stop breathing for short periods of time. What yoga asks that you do is to 

make a very deliberate practice of concentrating on the quality and rate of your 

respiration with the goal of slowing it more and more so that your breathing becomes 

accustomed to the rhythm it ordinarily has only in the deepest sleep. To this end, they 

practice such things as inhaling and exhaling through opposite nostrils, and also exhaling 

in so shallow a way as not to ruffle even a bit of goose down held right in front of their 

noses. By these and other such means, they say, it’s possible to begin experiencing other 

states of consciousness, states of awareness that are inaccessible in our usual waking 

condition. For in fact every night (according to Hinduism)––when we’re totally relaxed 

and reach the point of deepest, dreamless sleep––each of us actually enters once again 

into our original union with Brahman. But because there’s no continuity between that 
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state and our ordinary waking lives, we don’t remember it. By contrast, the yogi is 

someone who teaches himself to become, if you will, “consciously asleep”, and in that 

condition he can actually become aware of this intimate identity with God.  

A third method I wanted to mention, which is also very characteristic of Hindu 

yoga, is the use of mantras. Mantras are special words and phrases, containing either a 

name of one of the gods or of an Avatâra or else some other sacred sound. According to 

Hinduism the repeated chanting or silent invocation of these sacred formulas can be of 

tremendous assistance in controlling attention and harnessing the conscious energy we 

need to break through our illusions. They say that the mind is usually as restless as “a 

monkey in a cage”, and if we’re to have any hope of taming it, calming it, stilling it, we 

must practice giving it a definite task to accomplish—not just any task, of course, but the 

specific work of invoking a sound that is of Divine and supernatural origin and that 

contains the power and presence of the Divine. You should have read by now the 

assignment in A Book of Saints for this section of the course, and you will have seen how 

this practice was used by Swami Ramdas, who constantly repeated the name of the 

Vaishnavite Avatâra Rama. Perhaps the best known of the Hindu mantras is the single 

syllable OM (also transliterated AUM), which I mentioned in YouTube Lecture 3. 

Hindus believe this is the primordial sound of creation, the sonic force with which the 

universe first came into being. What was made by this sound, they say, can also be 

unmade or dissolved by this sound, and so, by uniting their minds with the vibration of 

OM, and thus tuning in to the frequency (as it were) of the universe, they hope to be able 

to set up certain “interference patterns”––to continue speaking in the language of 

physics!––and in this way gradually to transcend the many layers of Mâyâ. I realize this 

claim may seem exaggerated to many of you, but it’s nonetheless true and a well-attested 

fact that the powers of concentration and attention that people are able to acquire in this 

way, and by using the other yogic techniques I have mentioned, are quite remarkable. I’ll 

describe for you in the YouTube talk that accompanies this written lecture what a good 

friend of mine reported in this regard from his meeting with a yogi in India. 

 Finally, a fourth method characteristic of the yogic path involves a deliberate and 

systematic meditation on death. I’ll discuss this more fully in my audio lecture, but to 

give you just a taste of what this entails, let me quote here briefly from an e-mail message 
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I received a few years ago from a former student who’d been traveling in India. His 

words convey very clearly, and I must add very graphically, something of the 

“liberational” benefit (if I might use such a term) that can be gained from the 

confrontation with death:   

“About a month ago, I stood before the burning pyre for the dead body of a 

human being during cremation. There was a moment so profoundly grotesque, and yet so 

profoundly moving at the same time, that mere human words fail me. At one level, I was 

simply disgusted and horrified by the image before me. But the disgust was immediately 

replaced with a ‘release’ of such magnitude that no words can possibly describe it. I 

deeply felt peace, bliss, and the utter absence of fear. Nothing was left between me and 

the Real. I simply stood before the body of a human being as it was slowly consumed by 

fire. I watched as the flesh melted away, as the eyes continued to boil long after the hair 

had evaporated. Suddenly and unexpectedly the abdominal cavity, bubbling and rippling, 

burst open with an unusual force. Hot, green bile splattered on my clothes. At that 

moment the whole of this earthly existence melted away as illusion or shadow vanishes in 

the face of the Truth and the Sun. Death, ending, not ending, beginning, not body, not 

mind, Atman. Only Atman. I find that I do not know what else to write such as I am 

now.”  
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Lecture 6 

Time, Karma, Reincarnation, Liberation 

   

We come today to my concluding lecture on Hinduism. Last time my focus was on 

method or practice. I set the stage with a few words about the Bhagavad Gîtâ, one of the 

most revered of all Hindu scriptures, in which Krishna, an Avatâra of Vishnu, counsels a 

great prince named Arjuna on the proper methods of fighting in a spiritual war. All of us 

are engaged in that war, a war against the illusions of Mâyâ. And victory consists in 

realizing that the world around us is really nothing other than Brahman and that in our 

own deepest and most inward reality, in the Self or Atman, we ourselves are of one 

essence with that Supreme Reality. If this is really true, however, one is immediately led 

to ask: What are we supposed to do about it? How can we come to recognize or realize 

our identity with God? Hinduism’s answer is contained in the margas or paths, each of 

which constitutes a set of specific instructions and procedures on how to be reunited with 

Brahman. I spent most of my time talking about raja, the path of meditation and yoga, 

and I stressed in particular its use of asanas, or special physical postures; pranayama or 

control of the breath; mantras, which are sacred names and formulas; and meditation on 

death.  

There are several things I’d like to discuss as we wrap up our explorations of the 

Hindu tradition. I want to spend some time in my YouTube lecture looking with you at 

two twentieth-century figures who are regarded by many Hindus as saints: Swami 

Ramdas (1884-1963), a portion of whose autobiography you’ve been assigned in A Book 

of Saints, and a second great sage named Ramana Maharshi (1879-1950), whose life and 

teachings are portrayed in a short video clip that I’ve asked you to watch. But first of all, 

I would be utterly remiss in my role as your teacher if I failed at least briefly to mention 

another very important, and very characteristic, aspect of the Hindu perspective. Anyone 

responsible for introducing people to Hinduism needs to say at least something about this 

religion’s view of time and eternity and its understanding of how our present life on this 

planet fits into the overall scheme of the universe.  

Probably the most important point to emphasize is the sheer immensity of the 

Hindu vision. I’ve already stressed the scope and vastness of this religion in relation to 
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both its gods and its scriptures, but a similar emphasis is important when considering its 

understanding of time. For the western religions—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—time 

tends to be strictly linear, and they tend to think about time in terms of just a few 

thousand years, confining their attention to the history of earth. Everything of importance 

to us human beings began on this planet with Adam and Eve, and everything of lasting 

significance for us will have been decided when terrestrial time as we know it comes to a 

grinding halt with the apocalyptic arrival on earth of the Messiah or Christ, whether this 

“arrival” is understood to be His first visit to our planet (as the Jews believe) or His 

“Second Coming” (as is taught by both Christianity and Islam). In striking contrast to this 

comparatively limited view of time and history, Hinduism insists on a much vaster 

panorama. Not only is planet earth not the only spiritually significant world; the 

astrophysical universe as a whole is not the only universe. There have been, and there 

will continue to be, multiple worlds and multiple universes, which exist on the one hand 

simultaneously in what we might call different dimensions and on the other hand 

successively or sequentially, one after another, along a timeline which has a cyclical or 

spiral-like quality and which, for all intents and purposes, is infinite in length. 

 A second point has to do with the Hindu view concerning what we might call the 

quality or direction of time. Many (probably most) people in American culture today tend 

to assume without thinking that time is in some way linked up with progress, that it 

involves a movement from worse to better or from inferior to superior. As the centuries 

have passed, or so we’ve been told, there has been a general improvement in man’s lot 

and in the quality of his life as a whole; there are a number of reasons for this current 

assumption, the most important being the dominant role that the idea of evolution plays 

in most people’s minds. Hindus, however, see things in reverse—and in this respect, I 

should add, they’re in essential agreement with all of the world’s major religions, 

traditional Christianity included. When it comes to their analysis of any particular world 

or universe, the Hindu view is devolutionary, not evolutionary, and rather than progress 

they expect to find regress.  

 Take just this planet, leaving aside for the moment all the other inhabitable worlds 

that may exist elsewhere in other parts of the galaxy or in other galaxies, and consider its 

history. As the Hindus see it, life on earth may be divided into a series of ages or yugas. 
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(I very briefly touched on this earlier in connection with the avatâras of Vishnu.) These 

ages come in sets of four, each set being referred to as a mahayuga or “great age”, and 

the ages in any given mahayuga represent states of decreasing spiritual and moral value: 

in other words the yugas range from best to worst. Among the ancient Greeks—as you 

may know—there was a similar devolutionary perspective, and the successive periods of 

history were described by analogy with metals of decreasing worth: a first golden age 

was followed by a silver age, the silver by a bronze age, and the bronze by an age of iron. 

Hindus share this conception exactly, and they say we’re currently living in the iron age, 

or as they call it the Kali Yuga or Dark Age, which began (according to one calculation) 

at the stroke of midnight on 18 February 3102 B.C., somewhere at or around the dawn of 

recorded history. Some believe we’re very close to the end of this final yuga, which will 

occur sometime around the middle of our present, twenty-first century. According to 

other calculations, however, we’ve a much longer way to go—about 427,000 additional 

years! In any case, here’s the point: long, long before civilization as we know it began, 

there had already existed numerous previous civilizations, each of them more resplendent 

than the one coming after it. Beginning with the “golden age” (called the Krita Yuga), 

when people lived in a kind of Eden or paradise, humanity gradually but ineluctably sank 

to the morally and spiritually degrading conditions of the modern world as we find it 

today, with its prevalent and persistent war and violence.   

 As for how long this devolution or degradation took, interpretations vary 

considerably. If you’re a Hindu who follows the shorter dating of the Kali Yuga I just 

mentioned—beginning around 3000 B.C. and ending shortly after 2000 A.D.—then you 

would probably say the total Mahayuga is around 50,000 years long, for the entire cycle 

of ages is proportionate to the last age by a factor of ten to one; if on the other hand you 

take the longer view, it’s because you’ve calculated the total length to be 4,320,000 years. 

I should immediately add, however, that these dates and estimates of temporal length, 

even though many Hindus themselves often use them, are not to be taken too literally. 

For according to the Hindu view, time itself varies its “speed” and doesn’t flow at a 

uniform rate. Not only do the yugas contain civilizations of differing spiritual values; 

they also represent states of increasing “velocity”, as it were, according to a proportion 

inverse to the one I just mentioned. In other words, time during the silver age flows twice 



 49 

as fast as it did in the golden age, in the bronze age three times as fast, and in the iron age 

four times as fast. 

 All this, however, is only one part of the story, only the tip of the iceberg of time 

and eternity. Not only are there all these ages and civilizations and worlds, but there are 

also—for each of us individually—multiple lives. According to the Hindu tradition, the 

life each of us is leading right now is just a tiny cross-section or brief stage of an 

immense cosmic journey. All of us lived long before this present life began, and we shall 

continue to live long after it has ended. Moreover—and this is a very important idea in 

the Hindu perspective—each of the segments or stages in our own personal odyssey are 

intimately linked to each other. What we’re thinking, feeling, and doing right now has 

resulted from things we thought, felt, and did before. And what we’re thinking, feeling, 

and doing right now is in turn the cause of what we shall think and feel and do at some 

point in the future. This is what Hindus refer to as the Law of Karma. We’ve used the 

word karma before in connection with the margas: Karma marga, as you’ve learned, is 

the path to God based on good works or ego-less action. In this case, however, what I’m 

calling the Law of Karma has to do with the consequences or effects of one’s works or 

actions, whether they’re good or bad, ego-less or selfish. Using the word in this way, 

karma might be compared to the law in physics which says that for every action there is 

an opposite and equal reaction; the Law of Karma simply says that what goes out from us 

toward others inevitably ends up coming back. To offer a Christian comparison, we can 

quote the words of Saint Paul: “Whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap” (Gal. 

6:7). If we sow the seed of good deeds, we can expect to reap their harvest at some point 

in the future; on the other hand, if we act instead with malice or envy or greed, these 

negative forces are eventually going to come back to haunt us. 

 On a day-to-day level, you can look at the Law of Karma as simply good basic 

psychology. If Fred gets angry with Nick and punches him, Nick may punch him back. 

But even if he doesn’t, Nick himself will probably go away angry, and the karmic “path 

of return” may end up being more complicated. Nick goes home and takes his anger out 

on his sister, who’s friends (let’s say) with a woman who knows Fred’s cousin, and the 

cousin finds out about what happened and tells Fred’s father about the incident, who 

refuses to let Fred go on a fishing trip he had planned. This, the Hindus would say, is the 
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result of Fred’s karma; his payback for hitting Nick is missing out on the trip. Or yet 

again, the consequences may follow a sort of inward trajectory. Fred grows up punching 

and kicking and fighting with all sorts of people, but he never actually has to pay the 

price in terms of getting punched back or not going fishing. Nevertheless his chronic 

anger eventually is going to take its toll on his body, as the psychic poison of his attitude 

turns inward. And so at the age of 50 Fred has a massive stroke and is confined to a bed 

for the rest of his life. Here again, Hindus would say, what we’re seeing are the results of 

Fred’s karma. 

 Now, to take things a further step, Hinduism teaches that the Law of Karma 

applies not only to these sorts of connections within a given person’s life, but also to 

certain connections between lives. Who we are at the moment, what we are, the gender 

we are, the race we are, the nationality we are, the moment of history we live in, the 

talents we have—all of this is the result of the choices we made in a previous life and the 

deeds (good or bad) we performed. And the choices we’re making right now and the 

things we’re doing at this very moment will in turn have repercussions after we die. Right 

now, as you sit there reading this lecture, even your basic state of mind—whether it’s 

boredom, resentment, curiosity, or perhaps disbelief!—is helping to determine what kind 

of being you will be in a future life. Here we come to an idea you will all have heard 

about before, namely, reincarnation, which is a characteristically South Asian doctrine. 

What it says is that the inward spirit of a person—indeed of every sentient being, thus 

including the animals—continues to exist across multiple life spans, surviving many 

deaths and entering into different bodies in different worlds. What kind of life your 

“spirit” has led in a given body and a given world determines the type of body and the 

quality of life you will merit the next time around.  

 Putting the matter in extremely simple––indeed simplistic––terms, there are 

basically three options when it comes to reincarnation: your next life may be better, or the 

same as, or worse than the life you are leading right now. These options correspond in 

turn to three fundamental “qualities” or “elements”, which Hindus call gunas. These 

gunas, which are present in varying proportions in everything that exists, are sattva, 

which is an “ascending” and more or less positive quality; rajas, which is “expansive” 

and more or less neutral; and tamas, which is “descending” and more or less negative. 
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Everything from physical forces to the kinds of food we eat can be described in terms of 

these gunas, but for our purposes now we can think of them simply as names for three 

basic kinds of people or personality types.  

 In the first category are people whose primary motivations in life are guided by 

their love of wisdom and their pursuit of moral values and other ideals; these are people 

of the “sattvic” type. With regard to the four Hindu “wants”, their focus is on salvation 

and spiritual reward, and as a result of their present aspirations, they will be reborn or 

reincarnated in a higher state of existence, similar to that of the devas. (The word deva is 

often translated as “god”, but to avoid confusion with Brahman or its personal 

manifestations as Brahmâ, Vishnu, and Shiva, it might be better to equate the devas with 

the beings which Jews, Christians, and Muslims call “angels”.) A second category 

consists of people of an expansive or (we might say) extroverted temperament, whose 

fundamental aim in life is to advance the good of society and to help their fellow men; 

these are people of the “rajasic” or active type. When it comes to the wants, their focus is 

on performing their duty, and as a result of their present aspirations, they will be reborn 

in a state of existence similar to the one they exist in right now. In other words, they’ll 

enter the next life in a state like the one we humans have in our present world. Finally, 

there’s a third category, which consists of people whose basic intention is to serve only 

themselves, whose motivation is strictly one of ego-centric satisfaction, and whose lives 

are therefore often characterized by greed, pride, and hatred; these are people of the 

“tamasic” type. Theirs are the two narrowest wants, namely, personal pleasure and 

success, and as a result of their present tendencies, they will be reborn or reincarnated 

into a lower state of existence, similar to that of the animals. 

 Now it’s important to add at once two very important points. First, there’s 

actually no such thing as a purely sattvic, or a purely rajasic, or a purely tamasic human 

being. We are all of us mixtures, the Hindu tradition would say, and in the final analysis 

it’s our dominant tendency that determines our thoughts and actions and desires, and in 

turn the level of our next incarnation. How great is your desire for truth and salvation? 

How great is your desire for service? How great is your desire for pleasure and fame? 

The answer to these questions, expressed concretely in the tens of thousands of choices 
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you will make in your lifetime, is what will determine the level or quality of your next 

life.   

The second, even more important, point is this, and it may surprise you: from the 

traditional Hindu point of view, all of these results or rebirths are actually undesirable, 

including even reincarnation at the level of the “gods” or angels. For your ultimate goal 

should be to avoid reincarnation altogether, however wonderful a world it might be into 

which you would enter. Our efforts should instead be put into getting off the “Merry-Go-

Round” of conditioned existence altogether, whatever form it might take, and escaping 

from the whole process of continuing death and rebirth. And to do that, they say—to 

effect the escape—we needn’t look elsewhere, for we’re already living in the best of all 

possible worlds and in the best of all possible positions within that world. This may seem 

to you a very strange idea, so let me elaborate.  

Of all the infinite number of creatures in our universe, human beings already 

enjoy the most desirable kind of existence, according to Hinduism. This is obviously not 

because human life is consistently satisfying or pleasurable—we all know it’s not—but 

because it’s the most balanced kind of existence. The idea of living like an angel in 

Heaven may sound very attractive, and you may think you’d never possibly get tired of 

such happiness, but in fact it would eventually end up becoming an immensely boring 

affair—especially if you don’t like harps (that’s a joke!). And besides there’s also this 

more fundamental point to consider: anyone who is dependent for her happiness on her 

surroundings, even if they’re paradisiacal and unchangingly perfect, has not really found 

the key to true happiness. True happiness, the ânanda or bliss of Brahman, must be a 

happiness that transcends all external conditions and maintains itself perfectly no matter 

what happens or where one is. And according to Hinduism, we as humans are uniquely 

poised to realize this fact. The angels or gods have it too good, whereas animals and other 

lower beings have it too bad, leading lives with too much stress and suffering, and 

without the power of self-reflective awareness. But we live our lives in the midst of both 

good and bad, and if we’re attentive and reflective, taking note of both our blessings and 

trials, we can use this more or less balanced status as a stepping stone out of the whole 

cycle of death and rebirth. In other words—to remind you of the highest of all possible 

aims—we can achieve the liberation or salvation called moksha, which will mean never 
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having to return to this world, or any other world, but remaining instead in an eternal 

union with Brahman.  

 In order to reach this goal, however, you need to get to work right away, for the 

opportunity for an ultimate escape “into God”—with a few incredibly rare exceptions—is 

unique to human beings, and we should therefore do our very best to make the most of it 

now. A human birth is extremely “difficult to obtain”, the Hindus say. In fact the 

likelihood of your coming back into a central state like that of man in this present world 

is often compared in South Asian traditions to the chances of a single sea turtle, 

swimming through the depths of the ocean, to come up for air at just the right point where 

its head will pass through a single wooden ring floating somewhere on the surface. How 

incredibly huge are the odds against that happening! But whatever analogy you use, the 

point is that if you don’t get it right this time, you may have to be reincarnated hundreds 

or thousands or millions of times and lead as many different lives in as many different 

worlds, all of them of less value than this one, before you again have the chance to attain 

the supreme liberation. It’s therefore only the fool, or perhaps a proponent of “new-age” 

ideas, who uses the doctrine of reincarnation as a rationale for laziness or indifference, 

postponing a life of yoga and spiritual discipline with the excuse that he’ll get “another 

chance” later on. Such a person has no clue just how long “later” may be! 

At this point I want to shift gears completely and make a few comments on the 

subject of sanctity. As you’ll remember, I explained in my introductory YouTube lecture 

at the start of the course that we’d be looking from time to time “along” the lives and 

teachings of several remarkable people who are regarded by their respective religions as 

saints—as paragons or models of the highest state of religious “involvement”, which I’ve 

called transformation. Swami Ramdas, whom you should have met by now in A Book of 

Saints, and Sri Ramana Maharshi, whom you’ll meet in the YouTube video I mentioned 

above, are regarded by many Hindus as members of this elite group of human beings. Or 

to put the same point in explicitly Hindu terms, we could say instead that these are two 

people who succeeded in achieving the final goal of liberation or moksha. The vast 

majority of us, according to Hindu teaching, will end up (unfortunately) being 

reincarnated, while only a relatively small minority will be worthy of passing into union 

with Brahman at the moment of their death. These fortunate few will never have to be 
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reborn again. It turns out, however, that there is yet another, even smaller minority, who 

succeed in achieving the supreme bliss of liberation before they die. Even while they’re 

still alive in this world and still experiencing the turmoil of existence in their present 

physical body, they’re nonetheless totally detached from that body and indifferent to the 

changing states of their emotions and thoughts, having become wholly identified with the 

Divine. Such a person, one who has attained moksha while still alive on this planet, is 

called a jivan-mukta, meaning a “liberated soul”. According to many of their Hindu 

followers, this was precisely the state of Swami Ramdas and his near-contemporary Sri 

Ramana Maharshi. Both of these men could be described as jivan-muktas. 

First of all, just a few words about Ramdas, who lived from 1884 to 1963. As you 

will have discovered if you’ve done the assigned reading for this module in A Book of 

Saints, the book from which I took the reading––In Quest of God––is in part 

autobiography and in part travelogue, recounting its author’s experiences as he journeyed 

the length and breadth of India in the early 1920s. I’ve chosen this selection because it 

seems to me that much of what we’ve been talking about throughout the last several 

lectures comes alive in his story.  

As the narrative begins, Ramdas has started turning aside from his business affairs 

and worldly attachments so as to devote more time to the spiritual life (see A Book of 

Saints, pages 21-22); what this means, of course, is that he’s entering the third stage of 

the traditional Hindu life, the stage of the vânaprastha or “forest-dweller”, with the aim 

of giving himself more fully to God. By the time the story concludes he has returned 

from his wanderings to his hometown, but now as a sannyâsin (the fourth stage of life), 

having completely detached himself from his former responsibilities and family ties 

(pages 45-47). In between these two decisive moments, Ramdas travels extensively 

throughout the country of India, sometimes alone and sometimes in the company of other 

sadhus or ascetics, visiting famous cities and temples and other holy sites and meeting 

with a number of important spiritual authorities. All the while, as I’m sure you’ve 

noticed, he has no particular worldly destination or purpose in mind. His only concern is 

to obey the will of God, or (more precisely) the will of the avatâra Rama, or “Ram”. We 

find that he’s utterly indifferent to money, food, and shelter—eating only what he’s given 

in the way of handouts and sleeping wherever he happens to be when he’s tired, even if 
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just on the ground. Christian readers will no doubt recall Christ’s words in the Sermon on 

the Mount: “Do not be anxious about your life, what you shall eat or what you shall 

drink, nor about your body, what you shall put on. Is not life more than food, and the 

body more than clothing?” (Matthew 6:25).  

 You can also see in this story—to review our discussion of the various spiritual 

“paths”—how it’s possible for a Hindu spiritual seeker, while focusing on one of the 

margas, nonetheless to combine certain aspects of all of them, precisely as Krishna 

advised Arjuna in the Bhagavad Gîtâ. It’s clear that Swami Ramdas is predominantly a 

bhaktic saint and that his path is one mainly of devotion and worship: all his hope and 

love and trust have been offered to Rama. But at the same time he’s firmly grounded in 

jnâna, in the knowledge that the Divine is the only Reality––“It slowly dawned upon his 

mind that Ram was the only Reality and all else was false” (page 22)––and for this reason 

he becomes in turn a striking example of what it means to follow a path of karma yoga, 

with its ego-less service of others. I’ve already mentioned the seeming purposelessness of 

his travels, which helps to show his detachment from fruits or results. But as you’ve 

surely noticed, this same ego-less attitude comes through even in the way he looks at 

himself. He always speaks of himself in the third person and never as “I”—always using 

the name “Ramdas”, which means the “footstool of Rama”, while at the same time 

addressing everyone else as “Ram” because he sees in all of them the face of God. As for 

his practice of raja marga or yoga, we’re told at a couple of points in the story about his 

solitary meditation in caves (pages 28-29, 46). The most striking and memorable aspect 

of his yogic efforts, however, is his use of a mantra, namely, the continuous repetition of 

the name “Ram”. 

 In order to offer you a glimpse of another great Hindu holy man of the twentieth 

century, I’ve asked that you watch a short YouTube video about Sri Ramana Maharshi 

(“Maharshi” means “the great seer”), a spiritual teacher who was somewhat older than 

Swami Ramdas (born in 1879, the Maharshi died in 1950) and whose extraordinary 

spiritual attainments were known to people throughout the world. Seekers came to him 

for spiritual direction from every corner of the globe, and he was even featured on the 

cover of Life magazine! In Sri Ramana we have an excellent example of a jivan-mukta 

who followed the way of jnâna or knowledge. The video refers to this as his path of 
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“self-inquiry”, a path in which one endeavors to go “in back” of one’s thoughts, to 

discover their point of origin, and thereby to find the very root of one’s “I”, one’s “Self”. 

Whenever someone would come to him with a problem or a question or a complaint, Sri 

Ramana would typically ask the seeker, “Who is puzzled? Who wishes to know? Who is 

suffering?” in an effort to get the person to step back and to gain a larger, even cosmic, 

perspective on the ego. It seems from what we know of his life that Sri Ramana had 

himself perfected this practice and had pierced the veil of illusion completely, becoming 

fully identified with God—that he was someone, in other words, who could have said 

with Saint Paul, “It is no longer I, but Christ [God] who is in me” (Galatians 2:20). 

 In my YouTube lecture I’ll share with you a remarkable story I heard from 

someone who met Sri Ramana near the end of his life and who was present when the 

doctors were surgically removing a cancerous tumor from his arm––without anesthetic! 
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Lecture 7 

Buddhism: Four Noble Truths and Eightfold Path 

 

Last time we concluded our discussion of Hinduism, and today I’m turning to a religion 

founded by a former Hindu: namely, the religion of Buddhism. I place Buddhism at this 

point in the course because it serves very well as a transition between South Asian and 

East Asian religious traditions. As you’ll remember, I’ve organized our studies this term 

by dividing the world’s religions into four major families. Beginning next time, when we 

discuss Confucianism, we’ll be turning geographically from South to East Asia—more 

precisely, from India to China—and with this transition in mind Buddhism is the perfect 

link. For although Buddhism first came to light in India, it was from the very beginning a 

missionary religion (like Christianity and Islam, but unlike Hinduism), and it eventually 

spread North and East beyond the borders of the Indian subcontinent, where it became a 

major spiritual force in such countries as Tibet, China, Korea, Japan, Thailand, 

Cambodia, and Viet Nam. Meanwhile, there have remained relatively few Buddhists still 

practicing that religion in India. 

 Buddhism is one of two world religions whose name comes from the spiritual 

ideal or goal their followers seek. The other is Islam; the word “Islam” comes from an 

Arabic term meaning both submission and peace, and the Muslim seeks above all for the 

peace of mind that comes from submission to God. The word “Buddhism” is derived 

from a Sanskrit word that means “wakefulness” or “enlightenment”, and this is precisely 

the goal of the Buddhist: to rouse himself from the stupors of sleep and to wake up to 

Reality. As I hope you can see, this goal is similar to that of the Hindu, who seeks to 

break free from the double delusion of Mâyâ. As a matter of fact, as I discuss with you 

the main teachings of Buddhism, you’ll notice several similarities to Hindu doctrine, 

especially when it comes to the Buddhist’s interest in what I’ve called the “problem of 

self”. Buddhism is typically South Asian in its introspective, meditative focus on the 

question of who or what we really are, and this is no accident, for Buddhism began in a 

Hindu environment. Initially it took the form of a protest against what its founder 

regarded as the excessive rituals of Hindu worship and the oppressive social side effects 

of the caste system, while at the same time it attempted to get back to the Hindu 
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essentials so as to simplify (if you will) the quest for self-knowledge. With regard to its 

spiritual “parentage”, Buddhism is to Hinduism what Christianity is to Judaism; in view 

of its strong critique of its parent, however, it might be more accurate to say (at least in 

certain respects) that Buddhism is to Hinduism what Protestantism is to Catholicism. One 

of the great ironies of religious history, however, is that the founder of Buddhism—even 

though his teachings soon crystallized into a separate religion—is regarded by 

Vaishnavite Hindus as an Avatâra (the ninth) of Vishnu. It would be as if Roman 

Catholics had canonized Martin Luther as a saint! 

 Having mentioned the founder, let me spend a few minutes saying something 

about him. Like Christianity—but unlike Hinduism—Buddhism begins with a particular 

historical figure. In the case of Christianity, this figure is Jesus of Nazareth, whom 

Christians believe to be the incarnate Son of God. In the case of Buddhism, the historical 

founder was a man named Siddhartha Gautama, whom Buddhists refer to as the Buddha, 

meaning the “the awakened one”. 

 Siddhartha was a man who had it all and who gave it all up. Born around the year 

560 B.C. into the Hindu kshatriya caste—as you’ll remember, this is the royal or warrior 

class of traditional Indian society—he grew up in princely luxury and with more power, 

wealth, and prestige than most of us could ever imagine. He appears to have been 

extremely handsome as well, for there are references in traditional Buddhist texts to the 

“perfection of his visible body”. Furthermore, he was given an exemplary upbringing and 

married a beautiful princess from a neighboring kingdom. Here in short was the stuff of 

which fairytales are made. 

 As if all this wasn’t enough, we learn that Siddhartha’s father had taken steps 

since his son was an infant to ensure that he was surrounded solely with beautiful things, 

shielding the young man from all contact with the distasteful or objectionable sides of 

life. There was a very important reason for this. Before Siddhartha was born, fortune-

tellers had explained to his father that this would be a most unusual child, but that a sort 

of paradox or ambiguity in the stars prevented them from knowing precisely what would 

come of his life. What they could say for sure was that if he remained attached to the 

things of the world, he would one day come to unify all of India and become her greatest 

ruler. On the other hand, if he renounced the world and its allures and enticements, he 
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would become not a king but a world redeemer and savior. His father was in no doubt as 

to which of these fates he himself wanted to see materialize. He desperately wanted a 

powerful political heir, and with this in mind no expense was spared in making sure of 

Siddhartha’s worldly contentment and pleasure. According to tradition, palaces were 

provided for him, sumptuous food was prepared for his every meal, and numerous 

courtesans were placed at his disposal. 

 Things didn’t work out as Siddhartha’s father had hoped, however. These early 

precautions soon backfired, and despite the king’s elaborate plans his son came to realize 

what life was really like on “the other side of the tracks”. How this transpired is linked 

with what Buddhism calls the Four Passing Sights. Four times Siddhartha managed to 

escape from the palace without anyone seeing him, and each time he saw something he 

had never seen in all his life: on the first occasion, an old man; second, a sick person; 

third, a dead body; and fourth, a sadhu or ascetic (perhaps someone like Swami Ramdas). 

Thus he learned about the facts of age, illness, death, and spiritual sacrifice. The very 

night after seeing the fourth and last of these sights, Siddhartha resolved to make a clean 

break with his princely past. He left his bed in the middle of the night, kissed his sleeping 

wife goodbye, slipped from the palace, and headed for the forest, never to return to his 

former life. 

 Now according to Buddhist tradition, among all his other great strengths and 

talents, Siddhartha had enormous will-power, and using this power he now resolved to set 

himself single-mindedly toward the goal of understanding the reason for the first three of 

the sad sights he had seen. Why is there old age; why can’t we remain forever young? 

Why is there disease; why can’t we always be healthy? Why is there death; why can’t we 

live forever? What exactly is wrong with the world? For six years he set about trying to 

answer these questions, not simply by thinking about them abstractly but by studying 

with some of the greatest spiritual teachers of his time and by undertaking incredible 

ascetic practices and austerities which (say the Buddhists) it would have been impossible 

for an ordinary mortal to endure. 

 To make a longer story short, there finally came for Siddhartha a night of 

revelation. It was the full moon of May, and he’d seated himself in the forest at the base 

of a welcoming tree, determined never to move again until he had solved the riddle of 
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existence and mastered the great secrets of the Universe. As the night wore on, he was 

severely tempted by a demon named Mara, in much the same way as Jesus was tempted 

by Satan at the start of his own earthly ministry (see Luke 4:1-13). Siddhartha was 

subjected to everything from the full force of hurricanes to the allure of voluptuous 

women. But he remained tranquil and totally unmoved and unaffected. Mara and his 

demonic companions eventually withdrew in defeat, and as the rest of the night wore on 

Siddhartha’s mind became progressively more and more still and more and more clear 

until at last it broke through to a perfect enlightenment. He now knew the secret of 

sickness, old age, and death. He had awakened to the Truth and had become the Buddha, 

the Enlightened One. He was thirty-five years old at this point, and for the next forty-five 

years, until his death around 480 B.C. at the age of eighty, he made it his mission to teach 

others what he had learned. 

 What the Buddha had learned remains to this day the very essence of Buddhism. 

His teachings are summed up in a set of core doctrines that are referred to as the Four 

Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path, and I would like to spend some time now describing 

what they involve.  

 Noble Truths 

 1. Dukkha. The first of the Noble Truths of Buddhism is that all life is suffering. 

“Suffering” is a translation of dukkha, a term in the Pali language (closely related to 

Sanskrit) literally meaning “dislocation”. I once dislocated my elbow, so I can very easily 

identify with that meaning. The term is intended to connote not only pain but also loss of 

movement or constraint. Dukkha isn’t merely a physical sensation; it’s also connected 

with all of the many psychological and emotional aggravations and hassles that tend to 

make up the greater part of our lives. If you associate this first teaching with physical 

suffering alone, you may think that the Buddha was being too pessimistic. But if you 

extend the idea to include all the non-physical “dislocations” of life, you can see he was 

almost certainly right, for even in our very happiest moments—if we’re honest with 

ourselves and look at things squarely—we can’t help but notice at least a slight lingering 

sense of distress and malaise. If nothing else, the very knowledge that the happy moments 

won’t last gives even the most delightful of our days a kind of poignancy. So you see, 
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says the Buddha, all life really is dukkha. Something, somewhere, down deep is “out of 

synch”. That’s the first Noble Truth. 

 2. Tanha. The second Truth concerns the cause of our suffering. It’s called tanha 

in Pali, a word often translated as desire. “Desire” may not be the best term, however, 

because the Buddhist is among the first to admit that there are such things as noble 

desires—for spiritual progress, let’s say, or for the welfare of other people. Sometimes 

the term “craving” is used, and that’s probably better. For tanha refers to a purely 

egotistical desire for private satisfaction or fulfillment. You might say that tanha is the 

desire or craving we have for things we must compete for, and giving in to tanha 

therefore means the breakdown of community and love and sharing, and the beginning of 

fear and hatred. 

 Now I realize this Second Truth may seem pretty obvious, and you may be 

wondering why so much is made of the Buddha’s discovery—how something so 

commonplace could have spawned a whole religion. But a Buddhist would tell you that if 

that is your response—if you think these observations are simplistic or trite—it’s because 

you’ve never fully considered the full scope of tanha or how deep-seated is the infection 

it spreads. Perhaps it seems trivial, but consider this fact (I’m borrowing this analogy, 

once again, from my friend Huston Smith): When you look for the first time at a group 

photograph in which you appear with the rest of your family or a bunch of friends, which 

face do you look for first? Don’t you look first to see how you “came out”? This is a 

small, but very telling, symptom, Buddhists will tell you; indeed, here is where all the 

troubles of the world come from. The swelling up of self-interest, which is the essence of 

tanha and which results in our tendency to think first of ourselves, is like the bulge in a 

convex lens: It distorts everything we see through it, and as long as we’re not seeing 

reality truly, just as it is—the way we would see it if we were looking instead through 

plate glass (let’s say)—we’re never going to be happy. Life will continue to be filled with 

dukkha.  

 3. Nirodha. Now we come to the third Noble Truth, which is the Buddha’s 

solution to these problems. This solution is summed up in the single word nirodha, which 

means “cessation” in Pali. Nirodha is the ceasing, stopping, or overcoming of tanha––the 

fading, letting go, or rejection of craving. Here’s the point of this third Truth: if you don’t 
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want to suffer, eliminating your congenital tanha or self-centeredness is the key. You 

must figure out a way to get rid of the demanding, egocentric attitude that typifies 

virtually all of your thoughts and actions. I compared tanha to the bulge in a convex lens. 

But we could also use this analogy: the swelling of selfishness is like a painful, infected 

boil. If you want to get rid of the boil, it needs to be lanced or punctured so that the 

infectious substances in your system that have caused the swelling can be drained away. 

There are in fact three such substances, three “poisons” as Buddhists call them, which 

need to be expelled: namely, greed, hatred, and delusion. Nirodha or cessation can be 

described as a draining away of these poisons. 

 4. The Eightfold Path. This brings us to the fourth Noble Truth. At this point, the 

obvious and pressing question is: How? The Buddhist analysis of our lives may be 

accurate, but what are we supposed to do about it? Siddhartha’s answer to this question 

took the form of the Eightfold Path, a path consisting of eight, sequential steps leading 

toward a remedy for the human condition. It’s been pointed out—speaking of 

“remedy”—that the Four Noble Truths can be compared to a physician’s assessment and 

treatment of a patient. First, he tries to understand his patient’s symptoms, which 

correspond in this case to dukkha; the overriding “symptom” of life is our incessant 

feeling of dislocation. Second, the doctor provides a diagnosis of his patient’s condition, 

explaining the root cause of the illness, and this is where tanha comes in; it’s craving 

(says the Buddha) that causes man’s suffering. Third, the doctor tells the patient that such 

and such is needed in order to cure the disease, that a particular therapy is required; 

nirodha is the essence of Buddhist therapy. And finally, the physician gives a 

prescription; he doesn’t just speak theoretically but tells the patient what to do, what 

medicine to take, what exercises to perform. In the case of Buddhism, the equivalent to 

the doctor’s prescription is the Eightfold Path, and the steps of that Path are as follows: 

 Eightfold Path 

 1. Right view. This refers to the importance having an accurate understanding of 

your condition. As is always the case with the world’s religions, spiritual method or 

practice presupposes a firm foundation in theory or doctrine. In Buddhism doctrine takes 

the form of the first three of the Four Noble Truths. So in effect the first step of your 

practice consists in a reiteration or reinforcement of the teachings we’ve just considered. 
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How do things stand with me? How do I fit in with Reality? What’s the basic problem I 

face? 

 2. Right intention. It’s not enough, however, simply to understand the Truth of 

doctrine. There must be a resolve to do something about it—to put your “book-learning”, 

as it were, into practice. Comprehension must be coupled with commitment, and this is 

the point of the second step on the Path: intention or aim. Given what I now know about 

my situation, my immersion in dukkha, I must wish with all my heart to escape. 

 3. Right speech. The Buddha seems to have been a master psychologist; he knew 

to what an extent our perspective on life is determined by the words we use. On one 

level, right speech refers simply to the fact that we shouldn’t lie; more deeply, however, it 

also involves things like indiscretion, exaggeration, and gossip. If you’re to have any 

hope of overcoming your cravings, says Buddhism, you simply must be attentive to what 

you say and how you speak. 

 4. Right action. Even more than speech, however, it’s crucial that you also very 

carefully monitor the things you do and that you avoid anything that might serve in any 

way to exacerbate your selfishness—anything that might feed the three poisons. Here we 

come to what Buddhism calls the Five Precepts. Each of these precepts or 

commandments has to do with abstaining from something. The first four of these precepts 

are mirrored in the Ten Commandments, with which Jews and Christians are familiar: 

namely, no murder, no stealing, no bearing false witness, and no sexual immorality. To 

these the Buddhists add that there should be no use of hallucinogenic drugs, alcohol, or 

other intoxicants.  

 5. Right livelihood. The next step concerns Siddhartha’s insistence that the spiritual 

life is not merely a matter of certain isolated acts or deeds. We must also take care that 

our vocations or professions are consistent with the welfare of others—and “others” here 

means not simply other human beings but “all sentient beings”; forbidden professions 

thus include any job involving the killing of animals. One of the Buddhist sûtras 

(scriptures) elaborates further: “A lay follower of the Buddha should not engage in five 

types of business. Which five? Business in weapons, business in human beings, business 

in meat, business in intoxicants, and business in poison.” The list of prohibited work for 

monks, I might add, is much longer. 
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 6. Right effort. Right effort concerns the importance of what we might call focus 

or proportionate and effective action. Let’s suppose that you’ve made it up to this point 

on the Path. You understand what’s at stake; you’ve resolved to do something about it; 

and you’re being careful with what you say, how you act, and the job you work at. Now, 

however, it’s vital that you begin taking pains to eliminate all the excess in your life. You 

must simplify things so that your mental energies are not wasted in trivia or in having to 

do the same thing twice because of inadvertence or carelessness the first time round. 

Right effort is rather like laser surgery, where an extremely intense beam of concentrated 

light is directed at a single spot. 

 7. Right mindfulness. What effort is to our actions, mindfulness is to our thoughts, 

feelings, and choices. Effort in other words pertains primarily to our relationship with the 

world outside, while mindfulness pertains to our inside: to our inward states of 

consciousness. The step of right mindfulness stresses the importance of attentiveness and 

awareness. To be mindful is to be fully present in any situation. Consider how fully 

aware you would be if you were being chased by a bull or—to pick a less frightening but 

more embarrassing situation—if you were on stage in a play and your pants fell down! 

That’s the kind and degree of attention we should seek to cultivate at every moment of 

life. 

 8. Right concentration. This last of the steps in the Eightfold Path is concerned 

with specific techniques of meditation, similar to those we touched on in discussing 

Hindu yoga. These differ somewhat among the various branches of Buddhism, but 

essentially the aim of them all is to still or calm the mind and achieve mental focus. The 

seventh step, the practice of right mindfulness, has to do with mustering all of one’s 

mental resources; it’s like bringing all your best players onto a football field at the start of 

a game. In the eighth step of concentration, these resources are then given direction, just 

as the coach sends in a play telling his players exactly what to do to reach the goal. 

 Now for the Buddhist, of course, the aim of the Path isn’t a touchdown! On the 

contrary the goal line is a very specific state of being called Nirvâna (Sanskrit) or 

Nibbana (the Pali equivalent). Each of the Four Noble Truths and each of the steps in the 

Eightfold Path are designed to bring us to this ultimate destination.  
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 Nirvâna, you might say, is the Buddhist word for Heaven—though I hasten to add 

that there are some very important differences. In the Christian vocabulary, heaven 

usually connotes something concrete and positive: a particular place (not of course 

geographical but nonetheless real) with specific rewards and joys, where those who are 

faithful and have followed Christ’s commandments are blessed to go after death. By 

contrast, the fundamental meaning of Nirvâna is primarily negative. Literally, the word 

means “extinguished”, and it’s sometimes illustrated by the act of blowing out a candle 

flame. If someone were to ask you where the flame has gone, you would probably 

answer: Nowhere. It’s not that it’s “traveled” to a “place” of some sort; the flame is 

simply no more. This is what Buddhists say about Nirvâna. Of course the flame in this 

case doesn’t come from a candle. What we’re talking about are the passionate fires of 

tanha or selfish craving. When those fires finally cease, the result is Nirvâna. As you can 

see, there’s a very close connection between nirodha (or cessation) and Nirvâna (or 

extinction); the first is the cause, and the second the effect. 

 Now I realize that for those of you who come from Christian backgrounds, 

Nirvâna isn’t going to sound very promising. In fact it may seem downright pessimistic 

or nihilistic. Who (after all) wants to be extinguished? It’s often hard for people from the 

Western religious traditions to see how Buddhists are in any way different from atheistic 

materialists, who believe we’re strictly physical beings and that when we die, that’s it. 

How could this be heaven? How are we supposed to take comfort from something so 

negative? 

 When you dig a bit deeper, however, what you discover is that the “negativity” of 

Nirvâna has a positive purpose. What is truly radical about the Buddhist religion is its 

awareness of how tenacious and seductive our egocentric selves can be, and how easily 

all our ideas and concepts can be twisted by those selfish selves for their benefit. This 

includes even the ideas of Heaven and God. If you think back to what I said about the 

Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path, you’ll realize that at no point was “God” or the 

“Divine” ever mentioned, and it’s for this reason that Buddhism is sometimes regarded as 

“atheistic”. (As you’ll remember, “a-theism” of the Buddhist sort was the first of the nine 

conceptions of the Divine I talked about in Lecture 4.) However weird or contradictory it 

might seem for there to be a religion that doesn’t talk about God, the logic is actually 
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quite simple. According to the Buddha, questions about such things as the nature of God 

and the origin of the universe are much too speculative and too remote to be of any 

practical spiritual use. Our focus instead should be on the down-to-earth situation of man 

in the world. True spirituality begins when you realize your life is a dislocated mess, and 

when you do realize that, your chief concern will not be how it got that way to start with 

or what the Supreme Reality might be like. No, you’ll want to know what you yourself 

can do to help fix it. 

 We find a similar reticence when it comes to Buddhist views of human destiny. 

It’s extremely important, they say, that in thinking and talking about life after death or in 

contemplating a supreme state of fulfillment, we don’t simply perpetuate tanha. It’s so 

very easy after all for Heaven to become no more than a place where all our cravings are 

finally satisfied: you know, the sort of place where you can eat all the chocolate you want 

and never get fat, and where you can indulge all your other passions without paying the 

price, and where––and this is very important––none of your enemies or the people that 

used to get in your way will be allowed! “Heaven” in short can easily become one 

gigantic ego-trip. But if you allow that to happen, if you lead the rest of your life with 

that sort of goal in mind, you’ll in fact never succeed in breaking free from the grip of 

your cravings, and any genuine Heaven—any true state of joy and peace—will remain 

forever beyond your grasp.  

 So the Buddhist strategy is to stick to negations … even to the point of negating 

your very sense of yourself. According to Hindus, remember, there exists beneath the 

superficial illusions of your ordinary day-to-day consciousness a true Self, called Atman, 

and salvation or moksha consists in realizing the identity of this Atman with Brahman. 

Buddhist strategy is just the reverse. They teach by contrast a doctrine of Anatman 

(Sanskrit) or Anatta (Pali); both words simply mean “not-self”. According to Buddhist 

teaching, beneath the surface of your usual consciousness there’s really nothing at all, no 

permanent or abiding entity. What you think is yourself is simply a cluster of forces held 

together by the grip of blind craving. Your moods and feelings and worries and memories 

and all the other stuff that you think is you, including the very molecules of your body, 

are all like little iron filings attracted by the great magnet of tanha. Let go of tanha, give 

up all selfish craving, and this so-called “self” will scatter and dissolve. It will be “blown 
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out” or “extinguished” in the state of Nirvâna. As to what happens then—what we may 

then feel or experience or know—Siddhartha refused to say, considering it a moot point, 

a question (as he said) “not tending to edification”. There’s no point in trying to describe 

the indescribable. Best to wait and let experience itself show us what’s real. 

 The Christian who’s puzzled by this way of looking at things would do well, I 

suggest, to remember the words of Saint Paul: “Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither 

hath it entered into the heart of man to conceive, what God has prepared for them that 

love Him” (1 Corinthians 2:9). I’ll say a few more things about this difficult point in my 

YouTube lecture, but for now consider this: Nirvâna is simply what you get when you 

add up Paul’s “not”, “nor”, and “neither”. 

Think about it.  



 68 

Lecture 8 

Confucianism: Chinese Exotericism 

 

In the last of these written lectures, my focus was Buddhism. I spent a few minutes 

introducing you to the founder of that religion, Siddhartha Gautama, but then the majority 

of our time was devoted to explaining basic Buddhist teachings. Like every religion, 

Buddhism is a combination of doctrine and method. Its doctrinal component is summed 

up in the first three of the Four Noble Truths: namely, that (1) all life is dukkha or 

suffering, that (2) the cause of this suffering is tanha or selfish craving, and that (3) the 

solution to suffering is nirodha or the cessation of craving. Buddhist method, on the other 

hand, is contained in the steps of the fourth Noble Truth, that is in the Eightfold Path, 

which consists of (1) right view, (2) right intention, (3) right speech, (4) right action, (5) 

right livelihood, (6) right effort, (7) right mindfulness, and (8) right concentration. The 

point of all this—the spiritual goal of Buddhist doctrine and method—is a state called 

Nirvâna, a state of radical emptiness, which the Buddhists typically refuse to define, 

describing it only in negative terms as the placeless place we shall go when the flames of 

craving have been extinguished. 

 As I’ve said before, Buddhism serves very well as a sort of link or transition as 

we make our move from South Asian to East Asian religions. Born and raised in India, it 

was soon carried abroad by missionaries to other countries. Historically, the most 

important of these other lands was China, where Buddhism arrived sometime in the first 

century after Christ—that is, about five hundred years after the death of the Buddha. By 

the seventh century of the Christian era (the 600s A.D.), Buddhism had become one of 

the most influential religions not only in China but throughout East Asia in general, 

including such countries as Thailand, Korea, and Japan. It was not, however, the only 

religion in that part of the world. When Buddhists first arrived in China, they discovered 

two very important, and already long-established, Chinese traditions—namely, 

Confucianism and Taoism—and it’s these religions I’ll be talking about in this lecture 

and the next. 

 First of all, though, let me say just a couple of things about East Asian religions in 

general. As I’ve explained before, one way to get a handle on the three major families of 
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historical religions (South Asian, East Asian, and Western) is to see each of them as 

having set out to solve one of the main problems of life. In the case of South Asia, the 

problem is that of personal identity: Who am I? What is the self? The stress on meditation 

and contemplative disciplines that I’ve called your attention to in both Hinduism and 

Buddhism fits in with this deep-seated interest in plumbing the depths of human 

consciousness. As we turn now to East Asia, however, we’re going to find that a greater 

emphasis is placed on the problem or question of neighbor: How are we supposed to 

relate to other people? What is the ideal form of human society? The religions that come 

from this part of the world tend, in other words, to be somewhat more social and less 

psychological in their orientation. In fact there is so much stress on the social issue, 

especially in the case of Confucianism, that it may at first be hard for you to realize that 

this really is a religion, and not simply an ethical code or moral philosophy. As the 

Chinese see it, however, there’s nothing more important than our relationships with other 

people when it comes to laying the groundwork for our relation to Heaven. The Christian 

will remember in this connection Christ’s words: “Whatsoever you do unto the least of 

these my brethren [that is, to other people], you do also to Me [that is, God]” (Matthew 

25:40). 

 The social emphasis of East Asia can be seen among other things in the way the 

religions fit together in that part of the world. In the Western world, as many of you 

undoubtedly know from experience, religious traditions are mutually exclusive. Even the 

Christian or Jew or Muslim who is a perennialist (let’s say) and who is therefore open to 

the truth of several different religions, nevertheless still practices only one. He doesn’t 

join a church and a synagogue and a mosque simultaneously or try to follow the rules of 

all three. (Some wag has quipped that it would be nice to be both a Christian and a 

Muslim: that way you could not only drink alcohol, which Islam forbids but Christianity 

permits, but you could also have four wives, which Christianity forbids but Islam permits. 

But this isn’t the way things work in the West!) When it comes to East Asia, however, 

the situation in this respect is very different. Traditionally, many Chinese would have 

been both Confucians and Taoists simultaneously without in any way seeing these as 

conflicting loyalties. In fact, though I’ve referred to these traditions as if they were two 

separate religions, it would be a bit more accurate to picture them as two sides of one 
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coin or as interlocking pieces in a jigsaw puzzle, for what you actually have in this case 

are the exoteric (or outer) and the esoteric (or inner) dimensions of a single great spiritual 

teaching. Confucianism, which we’re discussing today, is the exoteric aspect, and Taoism 

(which we’ll look at next time) is the esoteric aspect. 

 Confucianism, like Buddhism, began with a particular man, and it’s from his 

name—Confucius—that the name of the religion is derived. Confucius is actually a 

westernized form of the Chinese K’ung Fu-Tzu. This is actually a title and not simply a 

proper name, and it means the “Great Master Kung”. Born in 551 B.C. in what is now the 

province of Shantung, the master died in the year 479 B.C. As you can see, he was an 

almost exact contemporary of Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha. Little needs to be said 

about Confucius’s life. Compared to the lives of figures like the Buddha or Christ, his 

career seems to have been remarkably unremarkable: no stories of miracles, no death-

defying austerities, nothing that made him stand out from the crowd. The picture we get 

instead is of a very simple, self-effacing man. If there was anything extraordinary about 

him, it was the fact that he seems to have been one of the most gifted and influential 

teachers that ever lived, a sort of one-man university, who was able to instruct his 

students in everything from history, literature, and mathematics to music and athletics. As 

for his teaching style, it was apparently like that of the ancient Greek philosopher 

Socrates, who instructed his pupils not by lectures but through informal conversation and 

questioning.  

 What we do know is that when Confucius first arrived on the scene, the social 

situation in China was in a very bad state. Blood feuds and mass murders ordered by rival 

barons were the rule of the day, and we read of massacres involving upwards of a half-

million people each. The effect of Confucius’s teachings was by no means immediate, 

but in time they came to assist in overcoming this gruesome state of anarchy. In fact, by 

the second century B.C. (around 300 years after his death), his writings had been adopted 

as official training manuals for all Chinese government officials, and his basic principles 

have continued to dominate Chinese social thought, in spite of efforts by the ruling 

communist party to suppress them, right down to today. Self-effacing though he was, 

Confucius remains without doubt the single most important religious thinker for roughly 

a quarter of the world’s population. 
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  His teaching centers above all on the concept of Li, a word sometimes rendered 

into English as “proper comportment”. Understood in this way Li is primarily a matter of 

manners, and it refers to the way a person should act in various social situations. Every 

culture, of course, has some code of manners or etiquette. Think of things like which fork 

you use first at an elegant dinner party, or the proper order of address when you’re 

introducing people to each other, or which foot goes where in ballroom dancing, or the 

way a gentleman opens a door for a lady, or the use of phrases like “Yes, Ma’am” and 

“Yes, Sir”, and you’ll have a pretty good idea of the basic meaning of Li.  

But that’s just the beginning. There’s actually much more to this Chinese idea, a 

sort of “supernatural” dimension. In our culture, most people would say that the various 

ways of acting I just mentioned are simply matters of convention. Most contemporary 

Americans would probably agree that politeness is important, but the specific ways you 

express politeness are—for us—purely arbitrary. There’s nothing “sacred” (for example) 

about which fork you use for your salad, and if you forget whom to introduce first, it’s no 

big deal. For Confucius, however, it was a big deal, for there was nothing at all random 

about the manners he prescribed. Confucians teach instead that proper social conduct on 

what we might call the “horizontal” level, far from being a merely conventional and 

subjective phenomenon, is intimately and “vertically” linked with fundamental patterns 

of order that permeate the entire universe. What I say or do, when I say or do it, to whom 

I say or do it, where I say or do it: all these dimensions of my behavior are connected to 

certain “vibrations” or “resonances”, which together constitute an overarching web of 

cosmic harmony.  

 Speaking of “harmony”, I might insert here just a quick comment on music. A 

large portion of Confucius’s teaching centered on the importance of the arts in general 

and on music in particular. Confucius believed that certain kinds of music could assist in 

harmonizing the soul and stabilizing society. “The noble person,” he said, “tries to create 

harmony in the human heart by a rediscovery of human nature and tries to promote music 

as a means to the perfection of human culture.” Like the Greek philosopher Plato, 

Confucius taught that the melody, rhythm, and tone (what we would call the “key”) of a 

piece of music have the power to bring about definite transformations in human 

consciousness and that music—independently of the lyrics that may accompany it—is 
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therefore “good” or “bad” depending on its effects on the soul. This will seem to most of 

you reading this lecture a very odd idea; people in our culture today tend to have the 

same basic attitude toward music and the arts as they do toward the idea of “manners”, 

namely, that they’re entirely a question of taste and opinion. We have the idea that 

“beauty is in the eye of the beholder” and that aesthetics is therefore strictly subjective. 

I’m probably not going to be able to change your minds about this, but you should 

nonetheless know that not only Confucius and Plato but numerous saints and sages in 

many different religions have all thought otherwise, teaching instead that there is such a 

thing as objective Beauty and attempting to help people develop the “eyes” and other 

“organs” they need to see, hear, and touch it. This is why every spiritual tradition places 

so much emphasis on beauty and sacred art. As I explained in Lecture 2, beauty may be 

regarded as a “configuration” of God and as a means of bringing the affective or 

emotional side of our nature into conformity with Him. 

 In any case, what I’ve called the “supernatural aspect” of Li can be seen more 

clearly in a related, but somewhat different, meaning of the concept. Li means 

comportment or manners, but it can also be translated as “ritual” or “rite”. If you’re a 

Christian, I suggest you think for a moment about Baptism and Holy Communion, 

because this will give you a good idea of the larger, and distinctly more spiritual, 

dimension of Li. Each of the Christian sacraments requires the use of specific physical 

elements, which—in the rites themselves—are accompanied by particular words and 

gestures. If the rite isn’t carried out in the proper manner, in precisely the way 

commanded by Christ, it’s not going to be valid or efficacious. You can’t baptize with 

Diet Coke, and you can’t use chocolate for Holy Communion, and in both cases the 

specific words are essential: Jesus Himself says in the Bible that one is to baptize “in the 

Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 28:19), and the 

communion service must include the words (among others): “Take, eat; this is My body, 

which is given for you” (Matthew 26:26; cf. 1 Corinthians 11:24). The same sort of thing 

is true in Confucianism, except that in this religion it’s the entire network of social 

relationships that serves as the “sacrament”.   

Consider what Confucius called the “Five Constant Relationships”. These are 

relationships between human beings in which a specific pattern of conduct is prescribed 
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for how a given pair of people should relate to each other. The pairs are as follows: ruler 

and subject, husband and wife, parent and child, elder sibling and younger sibling, and 

elder friend and younger friend. In each case the relationship is between a person who 

occupies a position of authority and another person who occupies a position of 

subordination. The relationships are in every case asymmetrical, and therefore each party 

in these pairs has different but reciprocal duties. Rulers should be benevolent, and 

subjects should be loyal; husbands should be caring, and wives obedient; parents should 

be nurturing, and children reverential; elder siblings should be gentle, and younger 

siblings respectful; and elder friends should be considerate, and younger friends 

deferential.  

 Now as you can see at once, the Confucian vision of a good society isn’t exactly 

what you’d call “politically correct” in terms of contemporary American standards, for 

there’s nothing at all democratic or egalitarian about it. It’s instead thoroughly 

hierarchical, and in this respect—I should add—it’s like virtually every other traditional, 

pre-modern culture (including the Christian). At the same time, however, it’s utterly 

unlike what people in today’s western cultures have been taught to assume is the best way 

to structure a society. This is a hugely important difference, and I would like to take some 

time to consider it carefully. 

 If you’re anything like me, you’ve probably been taught to be very suspicious of 

hierarchical social visions, and if asked to say why we’re suspicious we’d probably point 

(among other things) to how easy it is for a social hierarchy to give rise to oppression and 

the abuse of authority. As the Confucian sees it, however, our modern sensitivity to 

human rights and the dangers of hierarchy, while not without value, is too often the result 

of grossly overestimating the importance of the individual. Based on the ideas of 

Rousseau and other modern political theorists, we in the West have grown up with the 

notion that civilizations originally came about through a “social contract” voluntarily 

entered into by free and separate individuals, and we think that the measure of a given 

society’s goodness is its ability to promote its citizens’ equal rights to “life, liberty, and 

the pursuit of happiness” (to quote the Declaration of Independence). For the followers of 

Confucius, however, this is preposterous. They would argue on the contrary that there’s 

no such thing as a true human being apart from society. Society isn’t a construction of 
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selves; on the contrary, the self is a construction or creation of society. It’s a single, 

slender filament in a much larger web or network, and it’s the network alone that gives it 

meaning.  

 You can see this idea even in the order of East Asian names. In the West it’s the 

individual’s given name that comes first and then his family name. You ask me my name, 

and I tell you that I’m “James Cutsinger”. In a country like China, however, it’s the 

family name that comes first, for the individual is defined by the group—and also (I 

might add) by his job: if I were to give a lecture in Beijing and a Chinese colleague were 

introducing me, he would probably say something like: “Please join with me in 

welcoming the University of South Carolina’s professor of religion Cutsinger, James.” 

You see: my employer, my profession, and my family all take precedence over little old 

me—because, in fact, I wouldn’t be me were it not for these larger defining contexts. Can 

you hear an echo of the Buddhist doctrine of anatta that I was discussing last time? 

 When it comes to social organization, the traditional East Asian point of view is 

therefore perfectly willing to risk some abuse of authority, even if it means that certain 

individuals suffer, if in doing so it can enhance the larger fabric of human life in general. 

It’s the harmony of the whole that counts most, Confucians would say, not the private 

interests or preferences of the parts that compose it. For it’s only when the whole social 

organism is functioning smoothly that individuals have the opportunity to realize the full 

potential of their lives.  

 The Five Constant Relationships may be compared to channels or canals in a sort 

of spiritual aqueduct, and what they carry—the force flowing along them that makes 

possible the harmony of the whole system—is something Confucius referred to as Te. I’ll 

be saying more about this very important Chinese concept in my next lecture when I talk 

about Taoism. For the time being, we may define it simply as “moral force”. We can 

picture this force not only as the flowing water of an aqueduct but as the circulation of 

blood in our bodies. Only when the blood is being pumped through your arteries to all 

your organs can you continue to live. According to the Confucian, Te supplies the 

equivalent in the body politic. Only when its life-giving energies are allowed to course 

freely throughout society can we become truly human. But in order for this to happen, 

rulers must be obeyed by their subjects, and among their subjects are husbands, who must 
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exercise authority over their wives, and these wives in turn must be honored by their 

children, and among these children are older siblings who must be respected by the 

younger, and finally among the younger siblings there are going to be people who play 

the role of older friends, and who must be respected by their younger counterparts. This 

is the ideal social situation from the Confucian viewpoint.  

But please take note of something very important. According to Confucius, in 

order for things to work properly a crucial principle must be observed by all parties: only 

when the higher member in each relationship has submitted to what is higher than it does 

it in turn merit the submission of its partner. Only then does it deserve to be respected 

and obeyed. This is no less true for the ruler than for anyone else. Even though the king 

or emperor stands highest in the social hierarchy, he himself must also submit, and his 

submission consists in obeying what Confucius simply called the “The Mandate of 

Heaven” (T’ien Ming, in Chinese), a concept not unlike that of the Hindu Sanâtana 

Dharma (see Lecture 3). If he doesn’t submit—if he’s not himself living a life of true 

Li—the entire scheme will be thrown out of whack, and when that happens, says 

Confucius, insurrection and revolution are not just permitted; they’re required. I stress 

this point because people sometimes have the impression that the Confucian model is 

static and fails to guard against the possibility of tyranny and oppression. In fact, 

however, Confucius was very clear that legitimate authority must always be earned. “If 

the ruler himself is upright, all will go well even though he does not give orders. But if he 

himself is not upright, even though he gives orders, they will not be obeyed.” In fact in 

such a case the ruler should not be obeyed. And the same principle applies not only to 

rulers but to husbands, parents, elder siblings, and elder friends. All must act justly––that 

is, in accordance with Li––in order for the system to work. 

 Two other points should be noted concerning the Five Constant Relationships. 

Notice, first, the great respect they accord to seniority; three of the five pairs are based 

upon the authority conferred by old (or at least older) age. This too is very different from 

the usual view in our own western culture, which is probably the most youth-oriented 

civilization the world has ever known. The entire advertising industry—to mention just 

one of the most egregious examples—is geared to the notion that younger is better, and 

birthdays after forty tend to be occasions for sympathy and public mourning! This is in 
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total contrast with the traditional Chinese perspective, where increasing age is linked with 

increasing respect and authority. I remember a friend describing for me a conversation he 

once had with what turned out to be an older Chinese woman. My friend, who was 

probably around fifty at the time, had hinted in a sort of off-handed way that this woman 

was younger than he, and of course he’d intended the remark as a compliment. She, 

however, was quite offended and shot back in no uncertain terms that she was much older 

than he! Old age was greatly valued by Confucius because of the wisdom experience 

brings, and you can see this in the stress he placed on the virtue of filial piety—that is, 

children’s respect for their parents.  

 Yet another closely related and very important feature of the Confucian 

worldview, which can also be deduced from the Five Constant Relationships, is its 

emphasis on the importance of family. There’s a lot of talk in our culture today about 

“family values” but nothing even remotely comparing to the degree to which the family is 

honored among traditional Chinese. I’ve already mentioned that the family name always 

comes first in Chinese, and the same characteristic emphasis can be seen in the fact that 

three of the five relationships are specific to families: husband and wife, parents and 

children, and older and younger siblings. I mentioned to you once before this semester 

that the things a civilization values most can often be discerned in its language, because 

the most important things are usually given the greatest number of words. In the case of 

Hinduism, it was the number of psychological terms in Sanskrit for different levels of 

consciousness (see Lecture 3). With Confucianism it’s the number of words for family 

relations. Believe it or not, there are 115 separate Chinese words for all the different 

relatives in one’s extended family. Where we have just the one English word “uncle”, for 

example, the Chinese will use different terms depending on whether the person is the 

brother of your mother or father and depending on whether he’s older or younger than 

your parent. That way, you see, one always knows precisely what the appropriate Li or 

comportment is going to be toward the person described. 

 I said above that when Li is properly practiced and the energies of Te are thereby 

flowing smoothly throughout the social organism individuals are given the opportunity to 

become “truly human”, and I want to conclude this lecture with a few brief words as to 

what I mean by this phrase. In Confucianism “true humanity” is signified by the Chinese 
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word Jen (pronounced “ren”). Why should rulers be benevolent? Why should children 

respect their elders? And why do all the other constant relationships take the form they 

do? The answer Confucius gave in each case is that these are means for the attaining of 

Jen. Jen, you might say, is the sum that results when you add up the duties of the two 

members in any pair of relationships. It’s what you get (for example) when you put the 

husband’s duty to care for his wife with the wife’s duty to obey her husband, or again 

what you get when you join an elder sister’s obligation of gentleness to her younger 

brother’s obligation of respect.  

 Jen is sometimes translated as “goodness” or “human heartedness”; other possible 

equivalents include “compassion” and “empathy”. In my opinion the word “empathy” 

probably comes the closest of all. Empathy, as you know, is somewhat different from 

sympathy. When I sympathize with people, I feel sorry for them, but in a more or less 

detached sort of way: I know I wouldn’t want to be in their shoes, and I therefore pity 

them. But with empathy, I feel that I am in their shoes: I identify myself with them and 

feel as they feel from the inside out. This is the case also with Jen. Now of course our 

English words “sympathy” and “empathy” are usually used in connection with suffering 

or pain, and they have an almost exclusively negative connotation. Jen on the other hand 

can be either positive or negative. It’s a person’s capacity to identify fully with other 

people and to experience both their joys and their sorrows as if they were her own. 

Actually, that’s not quite right. I should say: because in fact they are her own. For as the 

Confucian sees it, to cultivate Jen is to realize that true humanity or true human being 

exists only in human relationships. As I said earlier, the self is a social construction, and 

Jen has to do with realizing this fact in one’s own concrete, personal experience and not 

simply as a philosophical theorem.  

 As you probably know, the Chinese language doesn’t have an alphabet like 

English or other western languages. Words are indicated instead by ideograms, which are 

stylized versions of pictures, rather like ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs. The way you write 

Jen in Chinese is quite interesting; you make four strokes. (I’ll show you this in the slides 

with my YouTube lecture.) The first two signify a man, and the other two take the form 

simply of two horizontal lines, which is the Chinese way of writing the numeral 2. So you 

see: Jen is what comes to exist at the point of intersection between two human beings; it’s 
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what comes of two hearts when they have begun to beat as one. This is precisely our 

supreme goal in life, says Confucius: to enter into this kind of intimate, organic bond—

first with at least one other person, but finally with all beings. Our initial aim should be to 

break free from our egotism by finding Jen in our families. Indeed, that’s the whole point 

of a family—to be a sort of Heavenly ordained training ground for compassion. But we 

mustn’t stop short at this point. We must go on to break free from nepotism, which is 

unjustified preference for one’s own family, and then from racism, which is unjustified 

preference for one’s own ethnic group, and then from nationalism, which is unjustified 

preference for one’s own country, and finally (and most profoundly) from humanism or 

anthropocentrism, which is unjustified preference for one’s own species. The true master 

of Jen is the person who has learned to feel empathy not just for other people but for all 

creatures throughout the entire Universe—what Buddhists would call all “sentient 

beings” (see the discussion of “Right Livelihood” in Lecture 7). 

 In Chinese, this person is known as the Chun-Tzu, which means something like 

the “superior person” or the “exemplary man”. It’s basically the Confucian word for a 

saint––for a person who has reached the final goal of the spiritual life and has thereby 

become a model for the rest of us. When it comes to describing this person, 

Confucianism is typically reserved, just as reserved as was Confucius in describing 

himself, never mentioning any miracles or supernatural phenomena. While the Hindu 

jivan-mukta is said to possess all sorts of extraordinary powers, including telepathy, 

levitation, bi-location, and other paranormal abilities, the Chun-Tzu is usually portrayed 

as far more down to earth. And yet in a way it’s his very simplicity that’s the most 

astounding and uncanny thing about him. For Confucianism, sanctity is a kind of 

disappearing act where a person becomes so completely transparent that the rest of us just 

forget he’s there—until of course it’s all over, and we’re left standing around scratching 

our heads and saying (as I did of the Lone Ranger and the Tathagata in my last YouTube 

lecture), “Who was that masked man?!” 
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Lecture 9 

Taoism: Chinese Esotericism 

 

As you know we’re currently in the midst of discussing the East Asian family of 

religions. Our session last time was devoted to the Chinese tradition of Confucianism, 

founded in the sixth century B.C. by the Great Master K’ung—K’ung Fu-Tzu, or 

Confucius. I highlighted the Confucian idea of Li, which can be translated as both 

comportment and ritual. Li concerns appropriate social behavior, which is linked in turn 

with a cosmic or universal harmony pervading the entire universe. For the Confucian, 

acting in accordance with Li requires that people take seriously their respective places in 

the traditional Chinese social hierarchy, a hierarchy defined by the Five Constant 

Relationships, which are pairs of relations between ruler and subject, husband and wife, 

parent and child, elder sibling and younger sibling, and elder friend and younger friend. I 

compared the smooth functioning of this system to an aqueduct and to the circulatory 

system of the human body. In this case, of course, what is being transmitted is not water 

or blood but Te, or moral force, the force society needs to be healthy. Finally, I spoke 

about the prime Confucian virtue, which is Jen or empathy, and about the Chun-Tzu or 

Confucian saint, who as a master of empathy has established a deep kinship not only with 

his fellow men but with all living things. 

 Now we turn to a second Chinese tradition called Taoism—often spelled Daoism 

and pronounced Dow-ism (as in the “Dow” Jones Average). As I told you in the last 

lecture, Taoism is not really so much a completely separate religion as it is the flip side of 

Confucianism, its esoteric or inward complement. To change the metaphor, they’re like 

two strands in one rope, each requiring the other for combined spiritual strength. The 

Confucian focus is primarily on outward behavior. Its interests are almost exclusively 

social: who does what, where, when, and to whom. Of course for Confucius these 

behaviors all have a deep spiritual significance, and we mustn’t underestimate this fact. 

Nonetheless Confucians generally don’t talk very much about the sort of spiritual issues 

that interest western religious people, such as the nature of life after death, nor does their 

tradition include much advice on matters like meditation or contemplative prayer. For 

this dimension of life the traditional Chinese turn instead to the religion of Taoism. 
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 Taoism is said to have originated with a man called Lao Tzu, who was born about 

604 B.C. I mentioned in the last lecture that Confucius and the Buddha were near 

contemporaries, and as you can see Lao Tzu was also on the scene at roughly the same 

time: he would have been about forty years old when the Buddha was born (depending of 

course on which scholarly opinion one accepts as to the Buddha’s dates) and about fifty 

at the birth of Confucius. I don’t know about you, but I sometimes enjoy pondering the 

significance of historical conjunctions like this. Imagine knowing that right now, 

somewhere on the planet, there were three people whose teachings would have a 

comparable impact one day. Actually Lao Tzu, Confucius, and Siddartha Gautama were 

not alone in that generation. Scholars believe that the Jewish prophet Isaiah may have 

been writing at about this time as well, and although it’s hard to pinpoint the dates it’s 

likely the ancient Greek philosophers Pythagoras and Heraclitus would have also been 

near contemporaries. If you figure that without Isaiah the whole tenor of Judaism would 

have been different and the Christian understanding of Christ as Messiah might not have 

been the same, and that without Pythagoras and Heraclitus there would have been no 

Plato, and hence nothing even remotely like western intellectual history as we know it, 

then this was indeed a most remarkable historical moment; the philosopher Karl Jaspers 

called it the “axial age”. 

 Anyway, back to the founder of Taoism. As it turns out Lao Tzu is a figure whose 

life and teachings are wrapped in a nearly impenetrable shroud of legends and stories, 

and it’s very hard to be certain of any historical core. I mentioned last time that 

Confucius’s life was a relatively monotonous one, without any great drama or mystery. 

Almost the reverse is the case with Lao Tzu, who was mystery through and through. 

Even the name is not really a proper name like Siddhartha or Jesus or Muhammad, but a 

title. As I told you last time, the name “Confucius”, too, is based in part on a title—the 

“Great Master”—but it’s a title that still goes with a given name, Kung. In the case of 

Lao Tzu, by contrast, all we have to go on is the title, a phrase which simply means the 

“old man”. Lao tzu is the Chinese equivalent of the Arabic word shaykh, the Russian 

starets, the Japanese roshi, and the Greek geron, all of which refer literally to any aged 

person but by extension to someone whom the years have made wise. This brings to 

mind, of course, the great value that Confucius placed on old age in his Five Constant 
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Relationships. There’s actually quite an interesting story about Confucius himself as a 

relatively young man going to visit the “Old Man”, Lao Tzu, who would have probably 

been in his 70’s or 80’s. Confucius is said to have come away from this one and only 

audience amazed and in awe. “I know that an animal can run, a fish can swim, a bird can 

fly,” Confucius reported. “And I know that for an animal a trap can be made, for a fish a 

net, and for a bird an arrow. But the dragon, which rises on the wings of the wind, is 

beyond man’s comprehension. Today I have seen Lao Tzu, and he is a dragon!” 

 Setting aside some of the more fantastic stories and legends, what we can 

probably be sure of is that this “dragon” spent the early part of his life as some sort of 

scholar or teacher, passing his time as the keeper of the archives—a sort of glorified 

librarian—in the palace of one of China’s feudal princes, where he may also have served 

as tutor to the prince’s children. (This sort of thing always amazes me, too; imagine 

having such a person as your own private teacher when you were just a kid. I’ve often 

wondered what this prince’s children grew up to be. After all, if a mere Aristotle could 

produce an Alexander the Great, there’s no telling how the pupils of Lao Tzu may have 

turned out!) We’re told that this relatively quiet, unencumbered life in the court of the 

prince finally became a weary burden to Lao Tzu, however. Typically East Asian in his 

fundamental interests, he’d apparently hoped that his teachings might have some positive 

effect on people’s understanding of their proper social relationships, and like the young 

Plato he seems to have thought he could have some very particular influence on the 

political structures of his time by making the most of the patronage of a powerful ruler. 

But according to tradition he eventually gave up on this plan. He decided instead (rather 

like the Buddha) to abandon his former life: climbing on the back of a water buffalo and 

heading for the mountains, he resolved to live the rest of his life as a recluse.  

If this had been the end of the story, of course, we’d know nothing about Lao Tzu 

today. Tradition tells us, however, that upon reaching a celebrated mountain pass leading 

to the western frontier of China, Lao Tzu was stopped by one of the guards, who seems to 

have realized intuitively (like Confucius before him) that this was no ordinary human 

being. The gatekeeper begged Lao Tzu to change his mind and not abandon society, 

trying to convince him how much he was needed, and when his pleadings failed he asked 

whether at the very least the Old Man wouldn’t set down his teachings in writing for the 
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benefit of posterity. We’re told that Lao Tzu agreed to this request, retired into a nearby 

cave for a period of three days, and then came back, having penned the classic Taoist text 

known today as the Tao Te Ching (also transliterated as Daodejing). And he then rode 

away, never to return. Certain legends say he discovered another kingdom that more 

highly valued his gifts where he lived to be around two hundred years old; others say he 

has never died but continues to exist in the world even today as a hidden but health-

giving presence—rather like the figure whom Shiite Muslims call the Mahdi, or perhaps 

like the mysterious Biblical being Melchizedek, or again like Jesus’s disciple Saint John 

(notice the rather mysterious wording in the Gospel of John: chapter 21, verses 22 and 

23). Many traditions have analogous figures. 

 The term itself “Taoism”—the name of the religion—comes from the first word in 

Lao Tzu’s treatise, the Tao Te Ching. Since virtually all that I’ll be saying in this lecture 

is based on the Tao Te Ching, I should perhaps tell you something first of all about its 

title. Everybody agrees that the word Tao has no exact English equivalent, and in fact 

most translations don’t even try to find another word and just keep the Chinese term. The 

problem of translation is nothing new, of course. We’ve noticed before in this class how 

difficult it is to find English synonyms for many foreign religious ideas, but in this case 

the difficulty is more than academic or linguistic. It’s linked instead to the playful 

subtleties of the Taoist religion as a whole, which perhaps more than any other tradition 

resists our efforts to pin it down. Someone has said that the idea of Tao, and in fact the 

whole of the Tao Te Ching, is untranslatable into any language—even Chinese! And if 

that’s true it’s all the more ironic to note that with the single exception of the Bible the 

Tao Te Ching has been “translated” more often than any other book in the world. 

 Lao Tzu is careful to make certain that his readers are aware of the fundamental 

untranslatability and mystery of his book from its very start. The first chapter begins: 

“The tao that can be told is not the eternal Tao. The name that can be named is not the 

eternal Name.” And the same motif of paradox runs throughout the text: “If you want to 

be given everything, give everything up”; “when nothing is done, nothing is left undone”; 

“try to make the people happy, and you lay the groundwork for misery”. Perhaps the 

most famous, and most paradoxical, of such sayings comes in Chapter 56 of the Tao Te 

Ching: “Those who know don’t talk. Those who talk don’t know”—which is not unlike 
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telling someone, “I’m a liar”, because if you’re telling the truth you’re not telling the 

truth, and yet of course if you’re not you are! 

 In any case, when a translation is attempted of Tao, the word is usually rendered 

in English by the term “way” or “path” (I’ll say more about this in my YouTube lecture), 

and thus understood it can have at least three different connotations or dimensions. It has 

a metaphysical dimension, a physical or natural dimension, and an ethical or moral 

dimension: 

 1. Metaphysically, it signifies the Way of Ultimate Reality, the way in which 

things are fundamentally organized or patterned throughout the cosmos. As you can see, I 

hope, this is very much like the Confucian teaching about the vertical or supernatural 

aspect of Li, and it’s related as well to the “Great Master’s” understanding of Heaven as 

(what I’ve called) an “impersonal cosmic template”. This is the transcendent dimension 

of Tao. From this point of view, it corresponds more or less to the word “Word” (Logos 

in Greek) in the opening verses of the Gospel of John: “In the beginning was the Word, 

and the Word was with God, and the Word was God…. All things were made by Him 

and without Him was not anything made that was made” (John 1:1, 3). In fact, when the 

Bible is translated into Chinese, this verse often becomes: “In the beginning was the Tao, 

and the Tao was with God, and the Tao was God…. All things were made by the Tao and 

without the Tao was not anything made that was made.” And of course this translation 

makes perfect sense since Christ, who is the Word, is also the “Way” (John 14:6). 

 2. Naturally speaking, Tao refers to the Way of nature, the Way of the natural 

environment, the way followed by plants and animals as they pursue their ecologically 

balanced behaviors. This you could say is the immanent dimension of Tao, the indwelling 

presence of Tao in the substance of the life around us and in the deep, dynamic structure 

of our own physical bodies. When your heart beats and your lungs fill themselves and are 

then emptied of air and you reflexively blink your eyes at bright light, these are all 

manifestations of the immanent Tao. 

 3. Ethically, Tao signifies the Way a man or woman should conduct themselves in 

their relationships with other people. Here we see once again the typical East Asian 

interest in the social question. The Tao is not just a metaphysical fact about transcendent 
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Reality and not just a natural truth about our immanent environment; it also refers to the 

ideal pattern of human inter-relationships. 

 Now having made these distinctions, I should immediately clarify that these are 

not three separate ways or three different Taos. For Lao Tzu, it was all just one Tao and 

one Way. There is only one true Reality, and this Reality—like the Hindu Nirguna 

Brahman or the Buddhist Nirvâna—inevitably escapes from all the pigeonholes and 

categories with which we try to define and control it. This Reality lies at the very heart of 

man, and yet at the same time it infinitely exceeds the boundaries of the universe. It is 

both within us and outside us. Or better, it is neither within nor without, for in fact the 

Tao is itself in a place that’s “no-place”, prior to the very division of inside and out. Thus 

Lao Tzu can write in the Tao Te Ching, “Look, it cannot be seen; it is beyond form. 

Listen, it cannot be heard; it is beyond sound. Grasp, it cannot be held; it is intangible. It 

is indefinable and beyond imagination. Stand before it; there is no beginning. Follow it; 

there is no end. Stay with the ancient Tao.” 

 Tao (thus indefinably defined) is the creative Source of the universe: “All things,” 

we’re told, “are born from it.” For this reason, as I’m sure you can see, the Tao is 

comparable to the western idea of God. According to the Tao Te Ching, “The Tao gives 

birth to all things, nourishes them, maintains them, cares for them, comforts them, 

protects them, takes them back to itself, creating without possessing, acting without 

expecting, guiding without interfering. That is why love of the Tao is in the very nature 

of things.” Notice the feminine imagery here: the Tao gives birth like a mother; in fact 

it’s specifically called “the Great Mother”, and the universe may be viewed accordingly 

as a child in Her womb. As you may remember, I anticipated this idea earlier, at the 

beginning of our discussions of Hinduism, when I was talking about the various 

conceptions of God, and I told you that Taoism would provide us with a good example of 

a panentheist religion, where the universe is understood to exist within the Divine. It’s 

interesting to note, however, that at one point Lao Tzu goes so far as to say that the Tao 

“is older than God”. Understood as a particular personal being, God is in some sense 

contained within the Great Way. 

 A second crucial idea is conveyed by the second word in the title of Lao Tzu’s 

classic, a word we encountered last time with Confucianism: namely, Te. I told you that 
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in a Confucian context the term conveys mainly the idea of “moral force” or “ethical 

energy”. But there’s actually much more to it than that in Taoism. Like the word Tao, Te 

is elusive and resists any simple translation. The closest English equivalents include 

“power”, “strength”, and “virtue”. To use an analogy, you could say that Te is like the 

pent up and as-yet-unreleased force in a tightly strung bow. Or again, it’s like the 

explosive power of a waterfall. If you think of the Tao as a Way or Path, then Te is the 

motive force of movement along that Path. Tao is the riverbed, and Te is the current. Lao 

Tzu writes, “There was something formless and perfect before the universe was born. It is 

serene. Empty. Solitary. Unchanging. Infinite. Eternally present. It is the mother of the 

universe. For lack of a better name, I call it the Tao. It flows through all things, inside and 

outside, and returns to the origin of all things.” Notice that the “flow” is both away and 

then back again, like the tides. Whichever direction the Tao is moving, however, that 

movement is Te, and in this sense it’s like the rhythm of our breathing, with its 

alternating inhalation and exhalation, or again we could liken Te to the systolic and 

diastolic phases of one’s heartbeat. Thus according to Taoism there is one single Source 

of all things––from which those things come, in which those things are contained, and to 

which those things will eventually return. That Source is the Tao, and the out flow and 

return of all creatures is Te. The Taoist Bible, the Tao Te Ching, is thus the “Book”—

that’s what the last word in the title, Ching, means—the “Book of the Way and Its 

Reciprocal Power”. 

 All of this is basic Taoist doctrine. Taoist method, on the other hand, consists in 

various efforts to enter into harmony with the movements of Te. As I’ve told you already, 

there’s an “ethical” meaning of Tao, which refers to the way people should act, and here 

is where method or practice comes in. “Let’s see,” the Taoist reasons, “if the way I 

should act is in keeping with the ultimate Tao, and if the Tao itself acts by means of its 

Te, then I must try to attune myself to this Te. In other words, I should try to discern the 

subtle flow in things, and then ‘go with that flow’.” Traditionally, there are three distinct 

but overlapping Taoist techniques for achieving this attunement—three techniques, if you 

want to think of it this way, of surfing the waves of Te. Each of these methods gave rise 

to a distinct Taoist school of thought, three different “denominations” of Taoism, which 

scholars call philosophical Taoism, religious Taoism, and yogic Taoism. 
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 1. The philosophical Taoist attempts to “flow” with Te primarily through 

reflection and meditation; the power she seeks is a contemplative power. She tries to pay 

close attention, for example, to the movements of animals and other creatures in nature in 

order to understand the secret of their spontaneity; and she comes to realize that the most 

intelligent and efficient use of power, no matter what the situation, is one in which all 

resistance and friction have been reduced to a minimum. By contemplating the world 

around her, she endeavors to imitate its frictionless flow. The Tao Te Ching itself, with 

all of its numerous insights into the workings of nature, is fundamentally an exercise in 

philosophical Taoism. 

 2. Meanwhile, the religious Taoist is the person who focuses on ritual power and 

who seeks to master the flow of Reality through the proper performance of sacred rites 

and ceremonies. This branch of the tradition was labeled “religious” by European 

scholars because it comes the closest to doing the sorts of things most westerners expect 

when they think of religion. In other words, it involves priests and temples and altars and 

sacred formulas and anointings of the sick and petitionary prayers. Of the three Taoist 

branches, it looks on the outside the most like its Confucian sister, for it’s primarily 

interested in the correct practice of Li. The underlying assumption of religious Taoism is 

that Te is transferable, and that by close physical association with sacred objects and by 

chanting sacred words it’s possible to tap into certain spiritual reservoirs and make use of 

their energy. Here again Christians might do well to think about the sacraments of their 

own religion and the sacred rites that provide their settings. “Unless you eat the flesh of 

the Son of man and drink his blood, you have no life in you” (John 6:53). 

 3. Finally, there is the yogic form of Taoism. This is a branch of the tradition that 

concentrates attention on the control of physiological power by means of various bodily 

exercises and physical disciplines. If you think back to Hinduism and to yoga in 

particular, with its stress on such matters as posture and control of the breath, you’ll have 

a pretty good idea of what’s involved in yogic Taoism. Basically, this school is interested 

in how to manage the Te that is present in the vital forces of our bodies. Taoists of this 

branch practice (among other things) extremely subtle breathing techniques so as to “go 

with the flow” of the air through their lungs, using its movement as a guide toward 

attuning their minds with the Tao. It’s also typical for yogic Taoists to attend very 
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carefully to the foods they eat, the idea being that certain foods contain modes of energy 

that can be used as spiritual, and not merely physical, fuel. Yogic Taoism may also 

include instruction in various esoteric sexual disciplines in order that its practitioners 

might benefit spiritually from one of the body’s strongest forces. We’re told that men and 

women Taoist adepts can become so aware of their bodily functions and so in control of 

them that they’re able to redirect the force of erotic passion away from physical climax, 

transmuting sexual Te for spiritual purposes. In Hinduism, there are similar techniques, 

which come under the general heading of tantra. The yogic branch of Taoism also 

deserves credit for discovering and developing the principles behind such ancient 

Chinese healing techniques as acupuncture and acupressure—techniques, as you probably 

know, which also involve redirection of the body’s vital energies and which are now 

beginning to be more and more recognized by the western medical community. 

 I could go on at some length about these intriguing techniques, but I need to get 

back to general principles. No matter their particular methods, all Taoists agree that the 

key to mastering Te—whether you understand this as a contemplative power, a ritual 

power, or a physiological power—is to be found in practicing what they all call wei wu 

wei. I quoted earlier the opening lines of the Tao Te Ching: “The Tao that can be told is 

not the eternal Tao. The name that can be named is not the eternal Name.” Now consider 

for a moment what this mysterious claim implies.   

We’re Taoists, let’s say, and we therefore want to conform ourselves to the Tao—

just as a Christian seeks to “be perfect, even as your Father which is in Heaven is perfect” 

(Matthew 5:48). But the Tao is beyond language; it can’t be described. No word and no 

collection of words (however eloquent) will ever be adequate. Better, therefore, not to say 

anything, right? Better to realize that the Tao is best known in the silences between all the 

words. Like Nirvâna, the Tao is so utterly different from everything we know that it’s 

wiser, finally, just to keep your mouth shut! We need to figure out how to use our 

energies in some other, more profitable, and more efficient way. We’re not going to talk 

but to do, and what we wish to do is to act like the Tao with its Te. We want to flow with 

the Great Flowing that is Reality. But if this is our goal, we’re going to have to act in a 

way that mirrors our silence before the awesomeness of the Tao. Think about it. What is 

silence? Silence is not speaking. How then should we act? We should act by not acting. 
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Whoever intends to live harmoniously in tune with the Tao must act in accordance with 

its ineffability, but to do this he must act-without-acting. Well, this is precisely what is 

meant by the Chinese phrase wei wu wei. The word wei means “action”, and the word wu 

means “not”. You put it together, and what you get literally is action-not-action: this 

paradoxical state is the very essence of Taoist spiritual method. Other translations of wei 

wu wei include “motionless movement”, “dynamic quietude”, and “creative letting-be”.  

 Like the Tao itself, there’s no way to define what this method involves. So instead 

the Taoists typically resort to analogies. One of their favorite strategies is to compare wei 

wu wei to the movement of a young willow tree in the face of a mighty storm. Unlike a 

much taller, much more solid tree like an oak, which stands up to the winds and ends by 

being uprooted or broken, a willow simply bends with the force—goes with the “flow”—

and as a result, when the winds have died down, it returns to its original position 

unharmed. This is wei wu wei. The unacting action of wei wu wei is also like the very 

center of the hub of a wheel, they say, without which the rest of the wheel couldn’t move, 

but which itself remains unmoved; the movement of Te is paradoxically rooted in 

stillness. Probably the most common of all Taoist analogies for actionless action is taken 

from the nature of water. “The supreme good is like water,” says Lao Tzu, “which 

nourishes all things without trying to. It is content with the low places that people 

disdain. Nothing in the world is so soft and so yielding as water. Yet for dissolving the 

hard and inflexible, nothing can surpass it. The soft overcomes the hard; the gentle 

overcomes the rigid.” Consider how water always takes on the shape of its container, 

never insisting (as it were) on having its own way but instead conforming to the 

conditions around it; and yet we should also remember the incredible strength of water—

how a single trickle from a tiny spring can eventually wear a hole in even the hardest 

rock. This is precisely the power of wei wu wei. 

 Christian students would do well to recall what Christ says in the Sermon on the 

Mount about the uselessness of much of man’s planning. “I tell you, do not be anxious 

about your life, what you shall eat or what you shall drink, nor about your body, what you 

shall put on. Look at the birds of the air: they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, 

and yet your heavenly Father feeds them…. Consider the lilies of the field, how they 

grow; they neither toil nor spin; yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not 
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arrayed like one of these” (Matthew 6:25-29). This, the Taoists would say, is excellent 

advice! Or again the Christian might also think back to what Saint Paul has to say in the 

following passage: “Have this mind among yourselves, which you have in Christ Jesus, 

who, being in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but 

emptied himself, taking the form of a servant” (Philippians 2:5-7). This “emptying” 

process, by virtue of which Christ lowered himself like the water, is precisely what the 

Taoists have in mind with wei wu wei.   

One final Christian comparison. The Taoist sage Chuang-Tzu tells the story of a 

famous cook, the master chef of a noble prince, who was the marvel of everyone because 

his meat cleaver never grew dull. When pressed for his secret, he simply replied, “There 

are spaces between the joints of the meat, and my blade is thin and keen. When this 

thinness finds that space, there is all the room you need.” If you find this obscure—if you 

still can’t quite see the point—try pondering the following Christian counterpart: “When 

they heard [what Jesus said], all in the synagogue were filled with wrath. And they rose 

up and put [Him] out of the city, and led Him to the brow of the hill on which their city 

was built, that they might throw Him down headlong. But passing through the midst of 

them”—his thinness finding their space—“He went away” (Luke 4:28-30). Jesus was 

(among other things) a Taoist master! 

 Allow me to mention, finally, one more, very important Taoist concept—probably 

in fact the best known and most characteristic of all the “Old Man’s” teachings. 

According to Taoism everything that exists is a coincidence or synthesis of 

complementary opposites. You’ve seen this already in the outflow and return of the Te 

and in our comparison of this force to our breathing or heartbeat, and you can see it also 

in the paradoxical methods of wei wu wei. Actionless action is itself a combination of 

opposites: namely, intense stillness with dynamic movement—opposites that nonetheless 

can be united to produce amazing results. Taoists label these and other such opposite or 

polar forces with the words Yin and Yang, and they symbolize the interpenetration of 

these forces with a characteristic emblem, an emblem I showed you several YouTube 

presentations ago when contrasting images or configurations of the Divine in different 

religions. I’ll show it to you again in the presentation that accompanies this lecture. It’s 

an emblem you’ve probably seen elsewhere a well: a circular image in which two “fish-
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shaped” parts, one dark and one light and with “eyes” of opposite shadings, appear to be 

“swimming” into each other.  

 The dark area of the picture is meant to represent the quality the Taoists call Yin. 

In Taoist philosophy, Yin is the name for responsiveness, darkness, silence, the earth, the 

feminine; it can also be found at the level of the atom, where Yin is expressed in 

electrons. Yang on the other hand is the light part of the diagram. It is initiative, light, 

sound, the sky, the masculine; in atomic terms Yang is expressed in protons. Once you 

get into the habit of looking at things this way, you find that these forces are present 

everywhere: the Sun is Yang, and the moon is Yin; gold is Yang, and silver is Yin; solids 

are Yang, and liquids are Yin; the closed is Yang, and the open is Yin. It’s very important 

to add, however, that even though they are opposites, Yin and Yang are by no means 

mutually exclusive. In fact, the whole point of the Yin-Yang symbol is to help us visualize 

the way in which the forces combine. The dark and light parts of the symbol are forever 

flowing into each other, and each contains an element of the opposite within itself. Only 

together do they constitute the circle of life as a whole. As human beings, we notice this 

complementarity especially in the relationship between the sexes. Women are Yin, and 

men are Yang, and it’s for this reason that they complement each other, not only at the 

level of their physical bodies but in their characteristic psychological qualities. But at the 

same time, no woman is purely Yin, and no man is purely Yang. Each of us contains a 

certain element of the opposite gender in our makeup. 

 I’ve given you several examples of Yin and Yang. Let me add one more, a very 

important addition for the Taoist worldview. The complementarity that exists in all things 

also includes a balance between joy and suffering, hence between good and bad fortune. 

Yin is negativity not just in terms of atomic forces but also with regard to emotions: Yin is 

sadness or melancholy. And Yang is the positive not just in terms of the atom but also 

when it comes to our feelings: Yang is happiness or joy. You can see what this leads to, I 

hope. In order to be a good Taoist, one must come to realize that life is a combination of 

good and bad fortune, a combination that leads inevitably to an oscillation of emotional 

ups and downs. If we truly wish to be “in synch” with the Tao and its Te, we must learn 

to ride the crest of this flow, finding the placeless place of inward stillness where the 

downs of life don’t get us down, and where the ups are accepted without seeking an 
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encore. I’ll tell you in my YouTube lecture a little story about a Taoist farmer that nicely 

illustrates this point. 

 I’m also providing you with a YouTube link to a short video on Tai Chi Chuan, 

an ancient martial art that is rooted in Taoist philosophy. I’m sure many of you have seen 

people practicing Tai Chi, if only in a movie, though perhaps you didn’t know what it 

was. Meditate on the movements you see in the video. It’s in the patterned flow of 

embodied life itself, not in the words describing it, that the deepest teaching of Lao Tzu 

can be fully realized. 
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Lecture 10: 

Zen Buddhism: The Sound of One Hand Clapping 

 

I come now to our final session on the East Asian family of religions. In my last lecture I 

introduced you to the principal doctrines and methods of Taoism, a Chinese religion that 

serves as the esoteric complement of Confucianism. What Confucianism is to the outer 

and public life, Taoism is to the inner and spiritual life. I told you that Taoism began with 

a mysterious figure named Lao Tzu and that it’s based in large part on the teachings 

contained in his little book the Tao Te Ching. Tao can be (very roughly) translated as 

“way”, and it refers to the Way of ultimate Reality, to the Way of nature, and to the Way 

men and women ought to act. As for Te, it means (among many other things) power, and 

depending on the kind of power they seek, Taoists can be divided up into three major 

schools: philosophical Taoists, who search for contemplative power; religious Taoists, 

who work with ritual power; and yogic Taoists, who specialize in gaining control over 

physiological power. I then explained that all of these branches of Taoism have a 

common interest in the practice of wei wu wei, a phrase referring to the actionless action 

of willows, wheel-hubs, and water. I concluded our discussion with a quick glance at the 

Taoist forces of Yin and Yang. All reality, says Lao Tzu, is a synthesis of opposite, but 

complementary, qualities, which are expressed in the relationships between man and 

woman, sun and moon, solid and liquid, and good and bad fortune. 

 I’ve suggested more than once in my recent lectures that East Asia differs from 

South Asia in its greater concentration on the social question. But as we conclude our 

discussions of this family today, I wanted to point out another difference as well, one I’m 

hoping you’ll have begun to discern for yourselves, though it’s hard to find the right 

words to describe it. Speaking in very general terms, we could say that China differs from 

India in its greater simplicity. In using this word what I have in mind in part is the fact 

that Confucianism has no god, and even the religious school of Taoism has many fewer 

deities than the multitude we encountered in Hinduism. At the same time, of course, we 

need to remember that the multiplicity and theological complexity of Hinduism are 

exoteric. Esoterically, with respect to its teaching that the true Self is God—Tat tvam 

asi—Hinduism is also quite simple. So maybe a better word to use here in trying to 
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capture the difference I’m thinking of would be practicality. As I hope you’ve noticed, 

there’s a certain practical or down-to-earth character about the Chinese religions we 

didn’t see in South Asia—an intuition for the deep meaning of ordinary things and 

events. I’m thinking, for example, of the Confucian stress upon manners, the idea that 

simple acts of courtesy and propriety can have cosmic repercussions; and I also have in 

mind the Taoists’ careful attention to the forms and movements of animals and other 

creatures of nature and their interest in cultivating a life of spontaneity. In traditional 

China, there’s a keen sense that the routine of daily life has a power and a magic all its 

own, if only we had the eyes to see it. I’m reminded of a saying attributed to Albert 

Einstein: “The most incomprehensible thing about the universe is the fact that it’s 

comprehensible.” There’s a strong flavor of Taoist paradox in that line, but also a clear 

echo of the East Asian perception that the ordinary things of life are often the most 

extraordinary. 

 In this lecture I would like to pick up on this theme of the amazing normalcy of 

life by directing your attention to a third and final religion of East Asia. I’ve compared 

Confucianism and Taoism to two strands in one rope, but as a matter of fact the East 

Asian rope actually has three strands, the third being the religion of Buddhism. As I told 

you in Lecture 7, though Buddhism began in India it eventually spread to the North and 

East, coming to China in the first century A.D., and ever since, religious life in that part 

of the world has been characterized by a combination of two indigenous Chinese 

traditions, founded by Confucius and Lao Tzu, plus the tradition inaugurated by 

Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha. I’ve already given you a brief introduction to 

Buddhism, and what I want to do now is to provide you with some sense of the shape 

Buddhism took in the East Asian context. This is obviously a huge topic, covering a vast 

geographical space and very long time. When we speak of East Asia, after all, we’re 

talking about an area that includes many different countries, and the time period in 

question is one stretching from the early centuries of the Christian era down to our own 

day. So clearly we can’t even begin to try to deal with the whole subject. What I’m going 

to do instead is to focus on just one form of East Asian Buddhism, namely, a tradition 

called Zen, which flows (in good Taoist fashion!) from the convergence of Buddhism and 

Taoism. The assigned selection in A Book of Saints for this module—which I’ve taken 
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from a spiritual autobiography called Novice to Master by Soko Morinaga (1925-95), a 

Zen Buddhist roshi or master—will have provided you with at least a taste of this 

tradition already. Let me lead into it gradually here, with a few reminders and some 

general comments. 

 You’ll recall, first of all, that Buddhist teaching consists essentially in the Four 

Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path. The basic aim of this religion, we learned, is to 

assist us in overcoming tanha or selfish craving and to lead us to a state called Nirvâna 

by rectifying, simplifying, and concentrating our minds. Now in order for us to 

understand Zen I need to add to this basic picture a few comments about the different 

branches of Buddhism. My primary aim in this course, as you know, is to stick to the 

essentials that define entire traditions, but from time to time it’s important to realize that, 

like Christianity, most of the world’s religions can be subdivided into distinct 

“denominations”, as we’ve seen already with both Hinduism and Taoism.  

 Broadly speaking, scholars distinguish between two major branches of the 

Buddhist religion. The first is called Theravada, meaning the “way of the elders”; it’s the 

earliest or most ancient form of Buddhism. Theravada Buddhism is distinguished above 

all by the claim that in order to attain Nirvâna a person must be willing to follow the 

example of the historical Buddha by completely renouncing his former life and 

undertaking a monastic vocation. Laymen and laywomen, who continue to lead normal 

lives in the world—getting married, having jobs and families, and so forth—are 

perceived in Theravada as being in a less spiritually advantageous position than celibate 

monks and nuns. Whatever spiritual benefits the laity may receive are understood to 

come from their association with those who have dedicated their whole lives to spiritual 

practice, and from the good karma that may accrue to them through their financial and 

other support of Buddhist monasteries. Basically, the idea is that while a layman may 

make some progress on the spiritual Path, nevertheless he will inevitably be reborn, and 

at some point—in some future life—he’s going to have to become a sannyâsin or 

renunciate in order to reap the full fruits of the Buddha’s teaching. The reason in part for 

this claim is that the techniques of concentration one finds in Theravada Buddhism 

generally require the very special conditions provided by the life of a monk or hermit, 

resembling in many ways the methods of the yogis in Hinduism. Perhaps I should add 
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that the Theravada branch is sometimes referred to as “southern” Buddhism because it’s 

typically found today in the countries of southeastern Asia, notably Sri Lanka, Thailand, 

Laos, Viet Nam, and Cambodia.  

 The second major form of Buddhism is Mahâyâna. The word Mahâyâna means 

“the great vehicle”; in this form of the Buddhist religion the possibility of attaining 

Nirvâna in—or at the close of—our present life is held to be open to everyone. A 

“vehicle” is something that serves for transportation, and in this case the word is being 

used metaphorically to describe the means by which a person may be transported or 

carried toward salvation. Mahâyâna is “great” or “large” precisely because of its breadth 

or amplitude. Unlike the Hînayâna or “little vehicle”, which is how Mahayanists describe 

Theravada, this second branch of Buddhism is large enough to transport everyone across 

the waters of this suffering world to the far shore of perfection. As these Buddhists see it, 

it’s not necessary to become a celibate monk or nun or to live the life of a solitary. It’s 

not necessary in other words to be a clone of the Buddha or to slavishly imitate the life of 

the “elders” or earliest Buddhists, who like their master were all renunciates. The 

Mahâyâna Buddhists say instead that anyone can reach the ultimate spiritual state, 

regardless of whether he’s married or not, and regardless of whether he has a job in the 

world or is living in a cave somewhere. Of course, an intense striving and rigorous 

discipline are still required. Nirvâna isn’t automatic and must still be struggled toward. 

But the techniques for this struggle are available (they say) to all of us. There’s also this 

distinguishing feature: According to the Mahâyâna form of Buddhism, as we “struggle” 

we can rely on the personal help of those who have successfully followed the path before 

us. In Theravada, it’s basically every man for himself, and salvation (to use Christian 

terms) is a matter of “works” or self-effort. But according to the Mahâyâna we’re not on 

our own in the spiritual journey: we’re aided by Bodhisattvas, who offer us their celestial 

help. (As you may remember, I used this term Bodhisattva in connection with the Dalai 

Lama in YouTube Lecture 7.) These are beings, formerly human like us, who have 

reached enlightenment and thus become like the Buddha, but who have deliberately 

renounced Nirvâna, postponing the enjoyment of its indescribable bliss until, through 

their assistance, all other people—indeed all other “sentient beings”, including even (as 
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they say) “the last blade of grass”—have been liberated from their ignorance too. Thus 

Mahâyâna Buddhism contains what a Christian would call an element of “grace”. 

 In any case—to circle back to our main topic—it’s the Mahâyâna form of 

Buddhism that became influential in the more northerly countries of Asia, including 

Tibet, China, Japan, and Korea, and it’s to this category of Buddhism that Zen belongs.  

The word Zen is Japanese; it’s the Japanese pronunciation of the Chinese word 

Ch’an, meaning “meditation”, and it refers to a particular style of meditation and to a 

distinctive set of methods for approaching Nirvâna that first developed among Buddhist 

monks in China, but later reached their full flowering in Japan. As I’ve already 

mentioned, Zen results from the confluence of two distinct spiritual streams. The first of 

these streams can be traced back to the Buddha, specifically to his reticence concerning 

speculation and abstract philosophy. You’ll remember that the Buddha refused to define 

Nirvâna and regarded questions about the ultimate nature of reality and the origin of the 

universe as “not tending to edification” (hence the “a-theistic” character of his teaching). 

His approach was instead very concrete and practical. He was like a physician, I said, 

who diagnoses a disease based on its symptoms and seeks to provide the most efficient 

remedy. Down through the centuries, one of the distinguishing characteristics of Zen has 

been a similar reluctance on the part of its masters to elaborate their teaching in lectures 

or philosophical systems. On the contrary, they’re very careful to stress that true 

enlightenment is direct and concrete, not a matter of theories and rarefied concepts. 

Actually this stress on direct experience is characteristic of Buddhist teaching in general, 

but Zen tends to highlight this feature even more than other schools. As for its affiliation 

with the Mahâyâna branch in particular, this comes through above all in the Zen masters’ 

claim that anyone can achieve enlightenment. While there are in fact Zen monks and 

nuns—Soko Roshi describes what daily life was like in his own monastery, the famous 

Japanese community of Daitokuji in Kyoto—taking monastic vows and living the highly 

programmed life this entails are to be understood as aids or supports, which can be of use 

to some people, not as something absolutely essential for all. As the Zen teachers see it, 

the ultimate state of spiritual presence or wakefulness has a way of sneaking up on a 

person; it’s always sudden and altogether unexpected, and it may occur in the midst of 

doing the dishes just as readily as during formal meditation or a temple ceremony.  
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 In addition to these clear marks of its Buddhist lineage, you can perhaps also see 

that Zen owes a great deal to a second spiritual stream, namely, the religion of Taoism. 

The selection in A Book of Saints is particularly helpful in showing how profoundly Zen 

shares in what I’ve called the “down-to-earth” quality of the East Asian religions, and 

you’ll have noticed (I hope) that it’s especially like Taoism in the stress it places on the 

supreme importance of being natural and in its careful attention to the ordinary, 

seemingly hum-drum facts of life. The chapter called “There is No Trash” (pages 57-60) 

is especially revealing in this regard. As he begins the rather painful process of discerning 

what the subtitle of his autobiography calls the “extent of my own stupidity”, one of the 

lessons the young novice must learn is that even the most seemingly trivial or 

insignificant things, like a pile of leaves in a garden, are in fact brimming with value and 

meaning. Each can be a revelation for those who have the eyes to see, each a testimony to 

the fact that everything contains the Buddha nature—that everything is what it should be, 

absolutely perfect. 

 All of these various points come together most forcefully in the primary goal of 

Zen Buddhism, which is a sudden, direct, lucid, and utterly transformative experience of 

Reality. A common word for this experience is the Japanese satori, which is derived from 

a term meaning “knowledge”. Satori, they say, was the experience of Siddhartha himself 

upon becoming the Buddha, the original awakening behind the whole Buddhist religion. 

Unlike certain other schools of Buddhist thought—and unlike most forms of yoga in 

India—Zen likes to stress the suddenness or instantaneity of this enlightenment, rather 

than thinking in terms of a gradual ascent through a series of phases or stages. Its 

methods are designed to produce this sudden breakthrough by breaking down our 

habitual patterns of thought. Zen masters aim to call into question virtually everything 

we’ve ever thought about the world, and in the midst of the mental paralysis and spiritual 

emptiness thus created their plan is to throw open a door to the blinding light of the Real. 

There are numerous ways that Zen adepts attempt to achieve this effect, but I’m going to 

mention just two of them in this lecture. The first method makes use of special puzzles or 

riddles called koans, and the second involves the linking of meditation and attention to 

such everyday activities of life as gardening and drinking tea, as well as to specific arts 

like painting, flower arranging, swordsmanship, the martial arts, and archery. 
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 First of all, koans. The word koan—again a Japanese term—refers to a sort of 

conundrum or puzzle whose methodic use is virtually unique to Zen Buddhism, 

especially the Rinzai school. Let’s say that you’re a spiritual seeker in traditional Japan, 

and your aim is to become the disciple of some noted master so as to receive his direction 

and come to enlightenment. You’re tired of going around in a daydream, and you want to 

wake up to the Real. So you set off to visit the training center where this master teaches. 

The time-tested pattern you follow is summed up by Soko Roshi in “The Meaning of 

Courage” (pages 65-69) and “What Am I Doing Here?” (pages 69-70). Assuming the 

master’s disciples let you in at all, you’ll probably first be required to perform menial 

chores as proof of your sincerity: doing the laundry, cleaning the latrines, or sweeping the 

walk, and this might go on for a number of weeks or even months. At first you’ll be 

rebuffed and ridiculed, but after a time—if you’ve shown yourself humble and worthy—

you’ll be given the privilege of an audience with the master himself. After some 

preliminary questions and perhaps some additional mockery, by means of which he 

attempts to determine your present spiritual state, a Zen roshi will often assign you a 

koan, and then he’ll dismiss you, telling you to give this puzzle your full and undivided 

attention during several lengthy sessions of daily meditation.  

At this point you’ll begin spending a prescribed number of hours each day doing 

zazen, or “just sitting”, as the Zen Buddhists say, sitting (to be precise) in the lotus asana, 

or posture, that the Chinese and Japanese copied from the Indian yogis, with your feet 

folded on top of their opposite thighs. And in this position—back straight, head erect, 

eyes half-closed and looking at a point on the floor in front you, hands joined together in 

your lap in the specific way the master instructs—you begin to consider your riddle. 

Once or perhaps twice a day you’ll be obliged to report back to the master in a very 

formal, highly ritualized meeting called sanzen. Entering his room, you prostrate yourself 

before him, bowing your head low to the floor, and then rising up on your haunches you 

explain to him what you’ve learned from your koan, what you think it might mean. The 

chapter called “Routine in the Monastery” (pages 72-83) contains a beautiful—if 

frightening!—description of what this encounter with the master involves. 

 So what exactly are these puzzles like? Zen koans actually take a number of 

forms: some are questions, some are expressed as imperatives or commands, and still 
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others are presented in the form of little parables or fables. Whatever form they might 

take, however, they’re all alike in being highly paradoxical and elliptical. One of the best-

known “question” koans, for instance, is the query: “What is the sound of one hand 

clapping?” A standard “imperative” koan––Soko Roshi uses this example––is the 

command: “Show your original face before the birth of your mother and father.” As you 

can see, neither of these seems to make any sense. I can hear two hands clapping, but one 

on its own can’t make a sound; and as for my face, how could I possibly consider its 

appearance before I, let alone my ancestors, had begun to exist? These would obviously 

be our ordinary, very logical, very rational responses. I can promise you, though, that it 

would be a huge mistake to return to a Zen master with these sorts of replies. We hear of 

such disciples being instantly chased away, or—if not so completely dismissed—being 

shouted at, slapped, struck with the roshi’s staff, or sent to the kitchen to peel the 

potatoes. For the whole point of meditating on a koan is to reach a point beyond the usual 

logic. Our ordinary thinking is meant to explode, as it were, and when it does so 

(according to Zen) we’ll instantly hear the clapping of the single hand, and we’ll see our 

face as it has always truly been, and all this without the mediation of rational deductions 

and conclusions. Some of my own favorite koans take the form of short stories, in which 

you can see very clearly how the aim of Zen is to dig beneath our assumptions and 

provoke a sudden confrontation with our real situation. I’ll tell you a few of these stories 

in my YouTube lecture.  

 A second typical Zen technique is to link meditation to physical action, whether 

ordinary activities like cooking or serving tea or gardening, or special disciplines like the 

martial arts and archery. But the purpose is just the same as it is with the puzzles. Here 

too the primary aim is to break the chains and pierce the shell created by our habitual 

thought-patterns. As I’m sure most of you know from your own experience, there’s 

something about the immediacy and flow of orderly physical movement that can put us 

into a state of alertness and concentration. Many athletes speak of this sort of 

experience—certain “peak” moments on the field or the court—when they suddenly lost 

all track of time and space and were just moving with the flow of an invisible current or 

energy; it was as though the keenness of their perception and the speed of their motion 

had both increased, and everything started just happening on its own: basketballs going 
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through hoops, footballs into the hands of receivers, and so forth. You’ve all heard about 

this sort of thing, and some of you who are athletes may have had a taste of it yourselves. 

Zen attempts to capitalize on this possibility by a deliberate and methodical use of certain 

physical activities as a foundation for insight or contemplation, pushing the disciple to a 

point where his alertness is no longer fleeting and fragmentary but permanent and 

complete. 

 One of the best-known accounts of this aspect of Zen can be found in a little book 

called Zen in the Art of Archery by Eugen Herrigel. I highly recommend it. The author 

was a German philosophy professor who spent time in Japan between the two World 

Wars studying traditional archery (kyudo) under the tutelage of a famous Zen master 

named Kenzo Awa. Herrigel had long been interested in mysticism and esoteric 

spirituality, and he was looking for a personal confirmation of what he’d heard about 

Zen’s ability to produce (what he calls) an “immediate transfer of the spirit” from master 

to disciple. The reader follows Herrigel over the course of a four- or five-year period as 

he passes through various stages in his study. First, he’s taught how to hold the bow, then 

how to draw it, then how to breathe so as not to disturb his concentration, and then how 

to loose the arrow. And throughout the whole process there’s a constant refrain from the 

master: “Relax. Let go. Wait. Be patient. Stop trying. Don’t force things.” The narrative 

repeatedly returns to the idea that archery is an “artless art”, whose mastery demands a 

kind of actionless acting, a purposeless purposing, and an effortless intensity, along the 

lines of the Taoist wei wu wei. Even though the practice of each component of archery 

requires at first an incredibly frustrating and muscle-wrenching struggle, Herrigel is 

constantly reminded that the whole art is to be experienced as a game or dance. For the 

real goal is not to teach people to hit a bull’s eye. Instead, in the service of Zen the art of 

archery—like the martial arts of self-defense or the arts of painting or flower arranging—

is actually a pretext for the much more profoundly spiritual art of detachment. Think back 

to the Buddhist concept of nirodha or cessation. The whole point of archery and other 

similar arts is that in their demanding concreteness they can help to cut through and break 

down the resistance of tanha and the forces of egotism, allowing us to “cease” from our 

clinging, controlling attitude toward the world. Thus in Herrigel’s book the master is 

always stressing the importance of being like a little child and of acting—this is one of 
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my own favorite analogies from the story—like a “bamboo leaf”, which lets slip its 

weight of snow with no thought.   

The narrative concludes with what is doubtless one of the most remarkable 

moments in all spiritual literature. The author, in a rather cynical mood, is ready to give 

up; he has had enough of all the frustration and pain, and he complains to the master that 

if indeed a true archer is not supposed to do anything—if it’s rather the case (as Kenzo 

Awa has told him repeatedly) that the arrow “shoots itself” and doesn’t really need the 

controlling force of the archer’s own ego—then the old roshi should be able to prove this 

theory by hitting a target blindfolded. Herrigel’s words are a sort of dare, which the 

master, after a few moments of reflection, decides to accept, and the resulting episode 

shows in striking fashion the extraordinary power of wei wu wei. It’s nighttime as they go 

to the practice hall. The target is set up in its usual position 28 meters away, and then in 

the darkness, unable to see what he’s doing, the Zen master archer lets fly two arrows 

with his usual effortlessness. When a bewildered but also humbled Herrigel goes to 

inspect the result, he finds that the first arrow had hit the bull’s eye dead center while the 

second arrow (even more miraculously) had split the shaft of the first.  

One realizes that this was, for the author, a moment of satori. We who read the 

story are offered the opportunity to experience for ourselves at least something of this 

sudden opening up of the Real. 
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Lecture 11: 

Religions of the West; Judaism 
     

We’re turning in this lecture to the third of our four main categories of religion, to the 

religions of the West. Up to this point, our attention has been focused on the religions of 

South and East Asia, and I’ve introduced you––to be specific––to Hinduism, Buddhism, 

Confucianism, and Taoism. As we move now toward the western world, we’re going to 

be talking about a religious point of view that will probably be much more familiar to 

most of you in this class, the worldview shared in many of its essential details by three 

main traditions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. 

 Scholars refer to these three religions in a variety of ways. First of all they’re 

described—as I myself have been doing thus far—in geographical terms as the western 

traditions. Of course this adjective, just on its own, can prove a little misleading. Spatial 

terms are relative after all, depending on where you begin. These three religions are 

“western” insofar as they originated in lands to the west of India and China. (Think back 

to the map of the world we looked at near the start of the semester, with the center of my 

“pie”-shaped diagram right at the northern tip of India). Furthermore, in the case of 

Judaism and Christianity, they’ve tended historically to spread in a mainly western 

direction—toward Europe and the Americas. On the other hand, those of us who live in 

“the West” often refer to the lands where these three religions were born as the “Middle 

East”. As I said, geography is relative. 

 A second label we use in designating these religions is Semitic: Judaism, 

Christianity, and Islam are the Semitic traditions. This word comes from the name of a 

person, Shem, who according to the Bible was the oldest of the sons of Noah (Genesis 

5:32), the builder of the famous ark. The adjective “Semitic” can be used both 

geneologically and linguistically: it refers on the one hand to the biological descendents 

of Shem and on the other hand to the family of languages these people spoke, a family 

which includes Hebrew (the original language of the Jewish Bible, which Christians call 

the “Old Testament”), Aramaic (which scholars believe to have been the language spoken 

by Jesus and His first disciples), and Arabic (which is the language of Islam and 

Muslims). 
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 Yet a third way of classifying this group is to refer to them as the Abrahamic 

religions, after the patriarch Abraham. According to the Bible God promised a man 

named Abram that he would become “the father of a great nation” (Genesis 12:2); and as 

a matter of fact this man, later renamed Abraham (Genesis 17:5), is now recognized and 

honored as foundational to three important nations or religious peoples. Jews, Christians, 

and Muslims all look to him as a key historical figure. Born in the city of Ur in 

Mesopotamia (present day Iraq) in the year 1948 after Creation, according to Jewish 

reckoning––that would be 1813 B.C. in the Christian calendar––Abraham is regarded by 

Jews as the first of the three great patriarchs: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. In Christianity, 

especially in the New Testament epistles of Paul (see, for example, Hebrews 11), 

Abraham is held up as a model of great faith and trusting obedience; and in Islam, he is 

understood to have been one of the greatest prophets in history. 

 Finally, there’s yet a fourth way scholars refer to these three traditions, and it’s 

the most important for our purposes here. The western, Semitic, or Abrahamic religions 

are all monotheistic traditions. Here you need to think back once again to our discussion 

of the various “conceptions of the Divine” (Lecture 4). Hindus, we saw, are 

fundamentally monists, though of course exoterically they’re also polytheists. Buddhists 

are basically “a-theists”, using that word (please remember) in the technical religious 

sense I sketched for you earlier. And Confucians and Taoists are largely panentheists. In 

contrast with all of these views, Jews, Christians, and Muslims are monotheists. As 

distinct from polytheism, they believe in only one God; as distinct from monism, they 

believe this God is not the only thing that exists; as distinct from religious a-theism, they 

believe this God can be known and related to in a personal way; and as distinct from 

panentheism, they believe the world is something more than just the content of God—that 

it’s been created and is being ruled by a God who transcends it and is in some sense 

outside it. 

 I want to pause here and emphasize this last point in particular—the idea that a 

transcendent God is the creator and ruler of the world—because it will help to bring into 

focus what most clearly distinguishes these three religions from their counterparts in 

South and East Asia. As I’ve told you before, each of the main historical families of 

religion is notable for having a particular emphasis or specialty. The South Asian family 
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specializes in the problem of self: Who am I, and what does it mean to be “me”? The East 

Asian family, as we’ve seen more recently, tends to be more interested in the problem of 

society: Who is my neighbor, and what is the ideal form of human relationships? What 

we find when we come now to the western or Semitic traditions is yet a third focus or 

emphasis, in this case on the problem of nature. Having figured out who we are and how 

we should deal with other people, we’re all faced with a third question or problem in life: 

What is the structure of the world around us, what is its purpose, and how exactly do we 

fit in? 

 It makes perfect sense that this would be a more important question for westerners 

than for Asians. Jews, Christians, and Muslims are all monotheists, and what this means, 

as I just said, is that they believe in a God who created and who rules our world. On the 

one hand God is a great Artist, and the universe around us is His masterpiece. But if 

that’s so, then clearly this universe must be regarded as something of value, as something 

real and good. If God, who is good, is truly an Artist, and if among all the trillions of 

other things He made He saw fit to fashion a koala bear—to pick just one of His 

innumerable creatures—then a koala bear must be good as well, and somehow its 

fuzziness and furriness and cuddliness, its unique “bear-ishness”, must be worthy of our 

most serious and respectful attention. And the same thing must be true for everything else 

we find around us in nature. 

 The point I’m getting at comes through loud and clear beginning in the very first 

verse of the very first chapter of the very first book of the very first of the Semitic 

scriptures. Genesis 1 starts off with the well-known words, “In the beginning, God 

created the heavens and the earth.” As I’m sure many of you know, by the time we’ve 

reached the end of that chapter and have heard about the creation of everything from day 

and night to the plants and animals and man himself, we’ve been told no less than six 

times that what had been created was good, and the chapter concludes (just in case it 

wasn’t clear enough yet) by describing God the Great Artist looking down to survey all 

that He’d made: and “behold,” we’re told, “it was very good” (Genesis 1:31). In a sense, 

this little adverb “very”—it was very good—sums up the entire western religious 

understanding of nature, koala bears included. 
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 This is a very different perspective from the one we encountered in talking about 

the religions of South Asia. For Hinduism the world isn’t really real: it’s illusion or 

Mâyâ; and in Buddhism, while the world may have a certain kind of reality, it’s looked 

upon largely as an occasion for dukkha or suffering, from which we should be seeking the 

escape of Nirvâna. Not so for the Semitic religions. For them our natural environment is 

like a beautiful tapestry, in the very patterns and colors and folds of which God has made 

Himself and His purposes known to mankind. The Christian apostle Paul is speaking on 

behalf of all the western religions when he says, “Ever since the creation of the world 

[God’s] invisible nature, His eternal power and deity, has been clearly perceived in the 

things that have been made” (Romans 1:20). 

 I said that for the Semitic traditions God is a Creator or Artist, but He’s also 

pictured as a great Ruler or King, and what this implies is that God has a very definite 

plan for the world. Obviously a plan was behind its initial creation—a sort of cosmic 

blueprint as to what would go where—but there’s also a plan for its unfolding through 

time, and this fact has led the western religions to place a much greater stress than do the 

Asian traditions on the importance of linear history. Not only are particular creatures of 

great worth in the West; so also are the specific happenings or experiences that these 

creatures, and especially we human beings, undergo. Once again you will notice that this 

perspective is in marked contrast with the religions of both South and East Asia, where 

time is more typically pictured as circular. I’m thinking of the Hindu and Buddhist ideas 

of reincarnation, but in East Asia too the fundamental perception of things is somehow 

more rounded and cyclical, as we noticed (for example) in the regular and rhythmic flow 

of the Tao. Very different is the western perception. Rather than thinking in terms of 

circularity and repetition, the Jew, the Christian, and the Muslim share instead the idea 

that time is best pictured as a straight line, along which the world is being guided toward 

a divinely willed end, and that the movement of time—the movement of history—is ever 

forward, from past to present to future, with no return to what’s happened before. This 

means that for the Abrahamic family of religions, not only the concrete things of space 

(like koala bears) but the discrete events of time (like the Exodus, or the crucifixion of 

Jesus, or the coming of the first revelation to the Prophet Muhammad) are each accorded 

a very particular value. For each is conceived as an expression of the ultimate purpose 
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and power of God. In any case, all this is involved when I say that the traditions of the 

West are especially interested in the “natural” world. 

  But enough of these general comments. In the remaining part of this lecture, I’d 

like to narrow the focus to just one of these Abrahamic religions—the oldest one—

namely, Judaism. We’re going to be spending the bulk of our time in this module, starting 

with our next session, on Islam, which is the youngest of the Semitic religions. But today, 

as a prelude to that discussion, I want to give you a short overview of the first and oldest 

of the western paths to God. As I said at the start of the course, my guiding assumption, 

based upon past experience, is that most students taking this class are Christians or are 

from Christian backgrounds, and this is why I’m not setting aside time to talk about that 

religion in particular. Of course I’ll continue to highlight points of comparison between 

Christian beliefs and practices and those of other religions, in this case Christianity’s 

western sister traditions. 

 The first thing you need to know is that Judaism, like Hinduism, has always been 

primarily the religion of a particular race or ethnic group rather than being a mission-

oriented tradition like Buddhism or Christianity. Just as being a Hindu means being born 

into one of the castes, so being a member of the Jewish religion means being born to 

parents who are descended from a particular people. The Jews trace their ancestral 

lineage back through Judah (whence the term “Jew”), who was the fourth of the sons of 

Jacob (later renamed Israel), and in turn through Jacob’s father Isaac to the already 

mentioned patriarch Abraham. Judaism is also like Hinduism in not having any one 

particular historical founder; in other words there’s no one comparable to what Siddartha 

Gautama is for Buddhism or what Jesus of Nazareth is for Christianity. There are 

certainly key figures in the history of Judaism: I’ve mentioned Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, 

and Judah, and we’d certainly have to add to that list the name of Moses, whom Jews 

regard as the greatest of their prophets. Nevertheless, as Jews see it, the foundations of 

their religion are to be found in God Himself and in God’s revelation, which came not to 

or through any single person, but rather to and through their entire people, a people 

whose roots go back (in the final analysis) not just to Abraham but to Adam and Eve, the 

very first human beings. God—they would say—is the only true “founder” of their 
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religion, and this foundation consists in the way He has dealt with their ancestors, His 

“chosen people”, throughout the course of their history. 

 Remembering, as always, that your professor is obliged to reduce much more 

complicated topics to their barest essentials (!), I would like to focus our discussion of 

Judaism on four main points: God’s Unity, God’s Gifts, God’s Demands, and God’s 

Patience. Jewish students and others of you in the class who have carefully studied the 

Jewish scriptures will already be familiar with much of what I’ll be saying—and you’ll 

see very clearly how many corners I’m cutting! But in the interest of giving those who 

may be unacquainted with this tradition as helpful an introduction as possible in a rather 

short space, I think these categories can be useful. 

 1. God’s Unity. I’ve actually touched on this first point already in dealing 

generically with the western religions as a whole, but it’s well worth repeating. The most 

important of all Jewish doctrines, the most important thing for us to know, is that there is 

a God—but not just any God. Like Christians and Muslims, Jews are monotheists, and 

this means they believe in only one God, who is the creator and ruler of everything. If 

there’s one verse of the Jewish scriptures that can be said to summarize the entire 

religion, it’s doubtless Deuteronomy 6:4––“Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is 

one.”  

 Now the unity of God for the Jew has at least two distinct (though related) 

meanings. First, to say that God is one means that there is no other equivalent deity, that 

the true God is unique. I have to use the word “equivalent” here because the earliest Jews 

may have acknowledged the existence of other, lesser gods. This seems to be implied in 

the first of the Ten Commandments. (For those of you from other traditions, or with no 

religious background, this is a list of fundamental laws or precepts which are believed to 

have been given by God to Moses sometime in the 1200s B.C. and which lie at the very 

heart of both Jewish and Christian ethics, summing up the essential duties of man.) The 

first commandment says: “Thou shall have no other gods beside Me” (Exodus 20:3). 

When we discussed the various conceptions of the Divine several sessions ago, I 

mentioned in passing that the oldest form of theological thinking in Judaism would 

perhaps be more accurately labeled by the term henotheism. Nevertheless, even if there 

are other small “g” gods, for the Jews––whether ancient or modern––no other deity is on 
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the same level as the one, true, capital-“G” God. Only that God is truly good, only He is 

truly wise, only He is truly powerful. In these and all other respects He’s supreme.  

 Then there’s a second meaning of unity. To say that God is one implies that He is 

not composite or complex. As Judaism sees it, the divine Reality is simple and 

undifferentiated, having no parts or aspects or any other inward plurality. For this reason 

the Christian doctrine of the Trinity—the teaching that God exists in three distinct 

Persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, all of them equally divine—is for the Jew a huge 

mistake and a dangerous compromise to a proper understanding of God. When Moses 

asks God what His name is, God replies, “I AM THAT I AM” (Exodus 3:14), a response 

which shows us very clearly, say the Jews, that God must be radically simple. In 

grammatical terms, He is His own predicate: He simply is what He is, without 

qualification or elaboration. 

 2. God’s Gifts. Once again we’ve already glanced at this idea, but allow me to 

develop it further. The Jew believes in a giving God, a God who freely and voluntarily 

gives of Himself to His creatures. His first gift is the creation itself: God’s act of making 

the universe was voluntary, not necessary. It was the result of God’s free choice, not 

something He was forced or compelled to do. Furthermore the creation took place under 

God’s own immediate supervision and by means of His own direct agency. He cared too 

much about the process and its results to delegate responsibility to anyone or anything 

else. This important doctrine, shared by both Christians and Muslims, is in stark contrast 

with a competing idea found in certain other ancient philosophies and cultures where it 

was taught instead that the supreme Divinity, rather than bothering with the messy 

business of world-making, assigned the task to a sort of cosmic foreman, called by Plato 

(for example) the “demiurge”.  

 To go off on a bit of tangent for just a moment, you might be interested to learn 

that according to Judaism the creation of the world took place at a particular moment in 

time; this at least is the teaching of Orthodox Judaism, the most traditional branch of the 

faith. According to Orthodox Jewish reckoning, the world was created on Monday, 7 

October 3761 B.C.––to express it in terms of the Christian calendar, though of course for 

the Jew it would simply be the year 1. This is a date whose calculation depends in part on 

adding up the number of generations since Adam that are mentioned in the scriptures. 
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Please note how very different this perspective is from that of Hinduism, where the 

universe we happen to live in is but one in an on-going series of universes having no 

beginning—different too from Taoism, where the origin of things in the Tao is entirely 

outside time as we know it. Judaism’s strong insistence on the uniqueness of our world, 

even to the point of being able to pinpoint its chronological origin, is characteristic of 

what I meant when I said that the western religions tend to take the natural world more 

seriously than do the Asian traditions. 

 But to continue with gifts. God’s second major gift to His creatures is His 

providential care for them. Not only does He bring them into being; He also looks after 

them. This is clearly no deist religion (see again Lecture 4) where the Divinity is 

conceived as aloof and cut off from the world it created. For the Jew, on the contrary, 

God sustains and nurtures His creatures, and His care is at once universal and particular. 

On the one hand God has a definite plan for all history: whatever happens is part of an 

overall purpose, and all things are being guided toward their proper fulfillment. This is 

closely linked with the western idea, which I’ve already mentioned, that time is linear. As 

creatures of an all-seeing God, we’re to picture ourselves as passengers on a sort of train, 

headed toward some final destination, where everything will be shown to have made 

perfect sense. On the other hand God also has a very particular concern for each and 

every individual creature. Jesus was speaking very much as a Jew to Jews when He said, 

in the Sermon on the Mount, “Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor 

gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them” (Matthew 6:26). In the case 

of His human creatures, this God is all the more caring, watching over each person and 

knowing his innermost thoughts and desires. To quote Jesus again: “The very hairs of 

your head are all numbered. So do not fear” (Matthew 10:20). 

 According to Judaism, divine compassion and care have meant that God 

sometimes goes so far as to enter into the course of history itself, interrupting the order of 

the nature He made, in order to alter the flow of time and adjust the structure of matter 

when corrections are called for. Since God is the Creator and Ruler of nature, He’s also 

the author of its laws, and He’s therefore perfectly within His rights in suspending those 

laws if and when it suits His purpose. The result is what we call a miracle. As far as the 

Jews are concerned, the most significant and far-reaching of all miracles took place when 
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God entered history in a memorable rescue operation called the exodus, which liberated 

the Jewish people from their bondage in Egypt. The story of this miraculous rescue is told 

in the Old Testament book of Exodus. Numerous supernatural phenomena are associated 

with God’s liberation of the Jews, including especially the famous story of the parting of 

the Red Sea, when by God’s power the waters were divided long enough for the Jewish 

people to cross the sea, only to come crashing back together when the Egyptians tried to 

pursue them. This and other such Biblical stories help to demonstrate how generous and 

giving and caring God is, especially toward those who are faithful to Him. This last 

phrase—toward those who are faithful—leads naturally to my next point. 

 3. God’s Demands. According to Judaism, the relationship between the Creator 

and the creation isn’t all one-sided. For in the case of human beings at least, God expects 

something in return for His gifts, and it’s for this reason and on this basis that He has 

entered into a “covenant” with man. The idea of a covenant or contract, a kind of bargain 

between God and man, is a crucial and distinctive feature of Jewish faith. The first and 

most important thing this covenant requires is man’s worship. This was already touched 

on when I mentioned the first of the Ten Commandments, the prohibition against having 

other gods. But the next three of these famous commandments all make the same basic 

point. The first commandment requires that Jews focus their worship exclusively on the 

supreme Creator God, the One who enjoined Moses: “You shall have no other gods 

except Me” (Exodus 20:3). The second is a prohibition against idolatry: “You shall not 

make for yourself any graven image [of God]” (Exodus 20:4). In the third commandment 

the Jew is forbidden to abuse the name of God: “You shall not take the name of the Lord 

your God in vain” (Exodus 20:7). This injunction is sometimes misunderstood; it’s not 

referring to the use of vile language, but rather to the importance of honoring the holiness 

of God. Like some other traditions, Judaism identifies God with His revealed Name, and 

out of respect for the awesome power and holiness of their Creator, Jews are required by 

their religion to keep this Name sacred, refusing even to pronounce it aloud. Hence “not 

taking the name of the Lord in vain” is actually a rule concerning proper worship and 

honor toward God. And so also is the fourth commandment, which has to do with 

reserving a particular day of the week for that worship: “Remember the sabbath day and 

keep it holy” (Exodus 20:8). 
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 The second thing God requires, according to Judaism, is virtue or righteousness, 

that is, moral rectitude or purity in one’s interpersonal relationships. Whereas the first 

four of the Ten Commandments all concern man’s relation with God, the second six are 

concerned with man’s relationship with his neighbor: we are to honor our parents (the 

fifth commandment); we are to avoid committing murder (the sixth), adultery (the 

seventh), theft (the eighth), and perjury (the ninth), and we are not to “covet” our 

neighbor’s property (the tenth) (Exodus 20:12-17). As you can see, commandments 6, 7, 

8, and 9 correspond to four of the five Buddhist precepts, while number 5 is closely 

related to the Confucian Li. 

 The Ten Commandments are certainly the best known of God’s laws, especially 

among Christians. But according to Judaism, they’re only one small portion of God’s 

requirements. If we want to understand those requirements in full, says the traditional 

Jew, we need to engage in a careful, prayerful study of God’s entire revealed Law. This 

Law is known in Hebrew as the Torah, and it’s believed that this Torah, given by God to 

Moses, was written down in the Pentateuch, that is, the first five books of the Bible: 

Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. According to Jewish tradition, 

this immutable and unsurpassable Law contains 613 individual precepts or 

commandments, 248 of which are positive (do this, do that) and 365 of which are 

negative (don’t do this, don’t do that). One ancient interpretation speculates that these 

numbers correspond to the 248 bones and the 365 muscles of the human body. Whether 

or not our bodies contain precisely this number of parts, the symbolic point is what’s 

important: for the Jew the Law of God is meant to be all-encompassing, and it therefore 

demands the complete and total involvement of the whole human being.  

 This completeness or totality comes through even more forcefully when one 

realizes that the specific laws written down in the Pentateuch are actually just the 

foundation for an even larger, more detailed superstructure of precepts and injunctions 

called the Talmud, which is a huge body of oral tradition consisting of elaborate 

commentary on the Torah. To give you just one example of how detailed the Talmud can 

be, it includes a special prayer the Orthodox Jew is taught to recite upon leaving the 

bathroom: “Blessed is He who has formed man in wisdom and created in him many 

orifices and many cavities. It is obvious and known before Thy throne of glory, O Lord, 
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that if any one of them were to be ruptured or any one of them blocked, it would be 

impossible for a man to survive and stand before Thee. Blessed art Thou who heals all 

flesh and does wonders.” You can see very clearly from this prayer what I was saying 

earlier about the Abrahamic valuation of nature, and matter, and the whole physical 

world: our bodies, together with all their parts and functions, were created by God 

Himself, and this means that each of them must be a “very good” thing and worthy of our 

most serious and sensitive attention. In any event, however many commandments there 

are and whatever the degree of detail one accepts, the point is that the whole of a person’s 

life should be consecrated to God. Total faithfulness and obedience to God are essential 

in order that man might fulfill his part of the covenant by properly expressing his 

thankfulness for all of God’s gifts.  

 Let me add one other very important corollary to this matter of “demands”: God’s 

commandments have consequences. We are called by God’s Law to strict obedience, says 

the Jew. This is man’s part of the bargain, and if he obeys, God will reward him with 

continuing gifts and blessings. On the other hand, if he doesn’t obey, he will be punished 

by a God whose justice is often expressed in the Jewish Bible in terms of fierceness, and 

even wrath. According to the literal text of the Torah, divine rewards take the form of 

material prosperity, whether that prosperity comes in the form of a large family and a 

long line of descendents, or in physical wealth, or in the attainment of the “promised 

land”, and these rewards seem to have been understood by many ancient Jews in 

collective or national terms and as applying to the whole “people of Israel”. Beginning in 

the early Christian era, however, it became more common for Jews to interpret the 

promises of the Bible in a spiritual and symbolic way—as the Old Testament Book of 

Job, among other writings, suggests that they should be—and the consequences of how a 

person lives her life were seen as relating to her own personal afterlife. 

 4. God’s Patience. If I were to stop at this point, I would be guilty of a gross 

misrepresentation of the religion of Judaism. I might leave you thinking that in the Jewish 

understanding God is strictly a legalist, a being who is willing to give only to those from 

whom He will get something back, operating on a quid pro quo basis. But this in fact is 

very far very from the truth, although Christians sometimes make this mistake about their 

parent religion. A more careful and attentive reading of the Jewish scriptures discloses 
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instead the consistent picture of a God who has the patience, resilience, persistence, and 

even (if I dare say this) the wry sense of humor of a skilled diplomat or negotiator, a God 

whose concern for His people is so great that He’s willing to continue helping them again 

and again despite the fact that they keep messing things up and turning their backs on 

Him. As some of you doubtless know, the entire Old Testament is basically one long 

story of God’s continual efforts to help a stubborn, foolish, and rebellious people finally 

get things right. There are three important points that come into play here. 

 In the first place God’s patience is closely connected to His respect for the dignity 

of the individual. According to Judaism—Christianity and Islam share the same idea—

God created human beings “in His image and likeness” (Genesis 1:26). As we’ve already 

seen, the God of the Jews is a God who takes a special, personal interest in the welfare of 

all His creatures, but in the case of man this interest is even more immediate and intense. 

For man is the most like His creator. He’s like Him especially in having freedom of 

choice, and this being so God deliberately stands back (as it were) so as to give His 

human creatures plenty of space in which to make their own decisions. In fact God’s 

respect for man’s freedom extends even to the point of permitting His human creatures to 

challenge Him and dispute His authority. The classic instance of this can be found in the 

Book of Job, which I just mentioned. To sum it up very briefly, the story of Job is the 

story of an innocent man who is severely tested by tremendous misfortune and who is 

thus led to question the very goodness of God. By the end of the book, Job has been 

reprimanded for his audacity and made to realize the full scope of God’s wisdom and 

power. Nonetheless, one comes away realizing that Job’s chutzpah (to use a good Jewish 

word, meaning “audacity” or even “impudence”) was a laudable thing in God’s eyes, and 

the tradition of standing one’s ground in controversies with the Almighty remains a 

recurring theme in Jewish thought. As I’m sure you can see, we’re worlds apart here––at 

least exoterically––from the traditional East Asian idea that the individual is insignificant 

or even non-existent. 

 God’s patience and His willingness to negotiate can be seen secondly, with 

special clarity and poignancy, in the Jewish prophets. According to Judaism, God has 

periodically raised up certain people to serve as His messengers to the rest of mankind, 

particular individuals who’ve been chosen by God as His representatives or spokesmen. 
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The word “prophet” is based on two Greek roots: pro, which means “on behalf of”, and 

phasis, which has to do with “speech” or “speaking”. A prophet is thus a person who 

speaks on another’s behalf, the “other” in this case being God. When we use the word 

“prophet” today, we often have in mind the powers of prognostication and prediction. In 

Biblical usage, however, while inspired visions of the future are sometimes involved, the 

main point of prophecy is that it comes from a more-than-human source. Prophets 

instruct, warn, denounce, and offer hope, all at God’s direction and as His 

representatives. Of all the world’s religions, the western traditions—especially Judaism 

and Islam—are distinctive in the stress they place on prophets. All of them agree that 

God is able to speak to some men through other men by means of human language. 

You’ll see how important this idea can be when we turn next time to Islam.  

 For the moment, I would simply add that there’s an important sense in which 

Judaism not only believes in particular prophets but also regards the Jewish people in 

general as serving a kind of prophetic role with regard to the rest of mankind. I used the 

phrase “chosen people” earlier, and it’s an idea that deserves to be stressed. A distinctive 

tenet of this religion, which can be seen throughout the Old Testament, is that Jews have 

been especially selected by God to serve as an example and light for other peoples of the 

world. The idea of being chosen can easily mislead, however. At first it may sound like a 

pompous claim, as if the Jews believed themselves to be better than anyone else. But it’s 

not a question, they would say, of being superior people. On the contrary, as their own 

scriptures prove, they’ve by no means always been the best people for the job. In fact, 

they’ve often rather miserably failed. And yet in spite of these failures—in fact in some 

cases because of their failures—they have continued to play a prophetic role, witnessing 

to the importance of purity and righteousness before God even in the midst of their sins 

and sufferings.  

 I’ve called your attention to several of the outward or exoteric differences 

between the Western and the Asian traditions, and here you can see one more rather 

remarkable contrast. The idea that suffering could somehow be instructive or redemptive 

is something you clearly wouldn’t encounter in Buddhism, where dukkha is the basic 

problem of life, something to be escaped from. It’s therefore of interest to note that in 
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Judaism—and later in Christianity—suffering actually becomes a part of the problem’s 

solution. 

 A third and final aspect of God’s patience––though we could also categorize it 

among God’s many gifts––is His “Messianic promise”, the promise of a coming Messiah. 

This is for traditional Jews the greatest of God’s covenantal promises and the most 

important evidence of His longsuffering willingness to provide a kind of “back-up” plan 

for creation. The Hebrew word Messiah means the “anointed one”. It’s connected to the 

traditional practice of consecrating a king at his coronation by anointing his head with 

holy oil. In the Jewish tradition, the Messiah is understood to be a very particular king, 

who will appear at the end of history, specially chosen and prepared by God to save His 

people. He will be a descendant of the Jewish King David, and when he arrives on the 

scene, he’ll have the role of liberating the Jewish people from foreign domination, 

gathering them back together again in the “promised land” of Israel, restoring the ancient 

Davidic dynasty, and rebuilding their Temple, which was destroyed by the Romans in 70 

A.D. 

 As many of you know, I’m sure, this is where Christianity picks up the story, 

though with two extremely important differences: in Christian doctrine, the promised 

savior of Israel is said to be the divine Son of God; and Christians believe this Messiah 

has already come, the prophetic promise having been fulfilled in Jesus of Nazareth. 

(Christians calls Jesus the “Christ”, from the word christos, the Greek equivalent of 

Messiah.) Jews by contrast do not think Jesus was the promised Messiah, nor do they 

believe that when the Messiah does finally arrive on the scene, at the end of history, he 

will himself be divine. He will simply be a man like Abraham or Moses, a human being 

whom God has empowered to give help to His people. The difference in this case is that 

the help will be permanent, for the coming of the Messiah will demonstrate conclusively 

to the whole world the saving truth of the Torah that the Jews have always been seeking 

to live by, ushering in a final age of universal peace, harmony, and justice. 
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Lecture 12: 

Islam, Muhammad, the Qur’an 

 

In my last lecture, I began by introducing you to the third of our main families of 

religion, a family which includes the traditions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam and 

which may be described as western, Semitic, Abrahamic, and—most importantly for our 

purposes here—monotheistic. They all believe, in other words, in the unity and 

uniqueness of a single God. These religions are also alike, but different from their Asian 

counterparts, in the emphasis they place on nature and the created environment. The Jew, 

the Christian, and the Muslim all believe the world was deliberately and purposefully 

created by God and is therefore real and inherently good. They also attribute great 

importance to time, insisting that history has a direction and purpose.  

I then went on to discuss the oldest of these Semitic religions, namely Judaism, 

the basic teachings of which I summarized under four main headings: God’s unity, God’s 

gifts, God’s demands, and God’s patience. In working through these four points, we 

discovered a very different picture of the Divine from what we had seen in either South 

or East Asia. According to religions from those parts of the world, the Supreme Reality is 

basically impersonal, or perhaps better transpersonal: Nirguna Brahman, Nirvâna, and 

Tao are not the sort of things you can talk to or have a personal relationship with; they 

simply are, and they’re known in and through a mystical or noetic intuition. By contrast, 

the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—the creating, sustaining, demanding, and 

negotiating God of Judaism—is not a Something but a Someone, who is best known not 

through His being but through His doing, through His action and agency. This stress upon 

the divine Personality is found in each of the Abrahamic religions. 

 But it’s time to turn to our main focus in this module, namely, Islam. I mentioned 

in passing in Lecture 12 that Islam is at the other end of the chronological spectrum from 

Judaism: where Judaism is the oldest of the western religions, Islam is the youngest––in 

fact the youngest of all the world’s major religious traditions. As it happens, however, I 

need to qualify that claim just a bit. Speaking strictly in chronological terms, if we date 

the beginnings of Islam simply from the birth of its founder, the Prophet Muhammad, it’s 

the most recent of the major religions to appear on the historical scene. Hence in moving 
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from Judaism to Islam, we’re moving from one of the most ancient of the historically 

datable traditions to one of the latest. Nevertheless, as the faithful Muslim sees these 

things, Muhammad was himself just the last in a lengthy series of prophets stretching 

back through Abraham all the way to Adam, the first human being—a series that 

included Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. In our last session, my aim was to give you an 

introduction to Judaism that would serve as a background to our study of Islam. But from 

the Muslim point of view, this was more than just background. Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, 

Moses, the Old Testament prophets like Isaiah and Ezekiel, and the founder of 

Christianity, Jesus, were all in fact “Muslims”, generically speaking—all members of the 

same basic religion as the Prophet Muhammad and those who’ve since followed him. 

Thus the Qur’an—the Muslim “Bible”—can say: “We believe in that which was revealed 

unto Abraham, and Ishmael, and Isaac, and Jacob … and that which Moses and Jesus 

received, and that which the Prophets received from their Lord. We make no distinction 

between any of them” (Qur’an 2:136; cf. 3:84, 4:163-64). The truths that God has made 

known to the world through Muhammad are thus to be understood, according to 

Muslims, not as some unprecedented novelty but rather as a recapitulation, a final 

summing up, of what He had always intended for His faithful people to know. 

 With this in mind, it’s useful to look at the various meanings the words Islam and 

Muslim can have. The Arabic term from which these words are derived can mean both 

“peace”, on the one hand, and “submission” or “surrender”, on the other. Islam is 

therefore sometimes defined as the peace that comes from submitting in all things to the 

will of God, and the Muslim is the person who so surrenders himself. (As I mentioned 

once before, the names of two world religions signify the ideals to which their adherents 

aspire; Islam is one, and the other is Buddhism, where the goal is “wakefulness” or 

“enlightenment”.) In the Qur’an the “submissional” meaning of Islam can be seen with 

special clarity in a classic story concerning Abraham, a story many Christians will 

already be familiar with because it’s also found in the Bible. God, we’re told, once called 

upon Abraham to sacrifice his son. According to Islam, this son was Ishmael, who was 

Abraham’s child by his second wife, Hagar, whereas in the Bible it’s his son Isaac whom 

Abraham is told to kill; otherwise the stories are alike in that God ends up calling a halt to 

the sacrifice, which had been commanded simply as a test of Abraham’s faith. Abraham’s 
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utterly faithful obedience to God is referred to in the Arabic text of this story as his islam 

(see Qur’an 37:102-106), and the cognate term muslim is used in a corresponding way 

throughout the Qur’an to refer to anyone who (like Abraham) obeys God’s 

commandments, whether the person is a Muslim in the formal or “denominational” sense 

of the word or not. From this point of view, you see, a Jew or a Christian can also be a 

good “Muslim”. 

 Actually the term is sometimes used in an even wider or deeper sense to refer to 

God’s creatures in general. In the Islamic perspective, anything that conforms to what 

modern science calls the “laws of nature” is a Muslim, for those laws are simply the 

expressions of God’s will for the world. When a stone falls in accordance with the law of 

gravity, or when a plant turns toward the sun as a result of phototropism, or when fire 

burns in accordance with certain chemical laws of combustion, all these things are being 

good Muslims. Of course the stone can’t help but fall, and the plant can’t help but turn, 

and fire can’t help but burn, at least given certain conditions; they cannot not be Muslims. 

It’s only man who can cease to obey and thus cease to be Muslim, for man’s islam 

depends on choice and responsible action. He is to become consciously and freely what 

other creatures of God are unconsciously and by their very nature. 

 Now obviously the question we’re likely to ask at this point is this: if all faithful 

religious people, and even inanimate objects, are already Muslims, what makes this 

religion distinctive? What’s the point of the Islamic tradition specifically? For its 

adherents, the answer is easy. Of all the world’s religions, they say, only Islam fully 

preserves a complete revelation of God’s will for the world, and therefore only those who 

practice this religion can be fully obedient to God and thus uncompromisingly Muslim. 

There are degrees of revelation and degrees of obedience, and only by practicing the 

religion of Islam (with a capital “I”) can one’s islam (with a small “i”) be perfected.  

 The key to this complete revelation, the most important thing we creatures should 

know, is that there is but one God, whom Muslims call Allah. In this respect, as you can 

see, Islam begins with the same foundational teaching as Judaism, with the idea of God’s 

unity. As for the Jew, so for the Muslim: authentic revelation is always monotheistic in 

character. There is a problem with Judaism, however, from the Muslim point of view: 

having begun as they should with a focus on unity, the Jews ended up “confiscating” or 
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“monopolizing” the message, keeping it to themselves as God’s “chosen people”, and in 

doing so they compromised or diminished the true meaning of oneness. To say that God 

is one is to say not only that He’s unique and not only that He’s simple—as you’ll 

remember, Judaism stresses both of these points—but also that He’s universal, that He’s 

the God of all people. As I told you last time, Judaism has always been primarily the 

religion of a single ethnic group. Islam by contrast has always sought to convert others to 

its perspective, and this—as Muslims see it—is crucial to a correct understanding of 

Allah. Only by spreading the pure and undefiled religion of Abraham throughout the 

whole world can a person fully testify to the truth of God’s unity. 

 Having stressed both the antiquity and the universality of Islam in its broadest 

sense and having clued you in to its most essential claim, I want to narrow the focus now 

and spend a few minutes telling you a little about the beginnings and early history of 

Islam. And this means that we need to say a few things about the man who got everything 

started, namely, the Prophet Muhammad. As I just noted, Islam has always been 

characterized by a certain missionary emphasis, and in this respect it’s like Buddhism and 

Christianity. These three religions are also alike in having a particular historical figure 

associated with their beginnings: in the case of Buddhism, Siddhartha Gautama; in the 

case of Christianity, Jesus of Nazareth; and in the case of Islam, Muhammad. Unlike 

Jesus, however, Muhammad is not regarded as unique by his followers. He was not, say 

Muslims, the only prophet who ever existed, but rather (as already mentioned above) just 

one in a long series of Divine messengers—124,000 altogether, according to Islamic 

reckoning. On the other hand Muslims believe that Muhammad was the greatest of these 

prophets or messengers, the “Seal of the Prophets”, through whom God’s revelation to 

mankind was summed up and perfected. He was also the last prophet, and Islam is the 

last religion, they say. There will be no further revelations before the end of the world 

and the final judgment. 

 Muhammad was born in the year 570 A.D. in the city of Mecca, which is located 

in the western part of present-day Saudi Arabia. His name means the “one who is highly 

praised”, and it was such an unusual name at the time that the rest of his extended family 

couldn’t understand why his parents wished to give it to him; Muhammad has since 

become, however, the most common name for a male child in the entire world. 
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Muhammad’s early childhood was full of sadness: his father had died before he was born, 

and his mother died when he was only six, leaving him an orphan. He was soon adopted, 

however, by one of his uncles, who raised the young child in a loving and exemplary 

manner. Like many other little boys of his time in that part of the world—like Abraham 

and Moses and numerous other Semitic nomads before him—Muhammad spent most of 

his youth minding the family’s sheep and other livestock and tending the camels on 

frequent caravan trips. By the time he’d reached his early twenties, his extensive 

experience in this domain came to the attention of a wealthy businesswoman named 

Khadija, who hired him to serve as the foreman of her own caravan trading business. 

Their relationship soon blossomed into love, and they were married. 

 The larger social context in which Muhammad grew to adulthood was not a happy 

one, to say the least. According to Muslim historians, who refer to this as the period of 

jahiliyyah, an Arabic term meaning “ignorance”, late sixth- and early seventh-century 

Arabia was the scene of on-going violence and political chaos. Blood feuds, a lack of law 

and order, drunken orgies and gambling, and crass idolatry and sorcery in the realm of 

religion were the rule of the day. If you know the Biblical stories about the ancient cities 

of Sodom and Gomorrah, which God destroyed for their wickedness and immorality (see 

Genesis 19), you’ll have a pretty clear picture of the city of Mecca during Muhammad’s 

youth. In the midst of this chaos, Muhammad, even as a young boy, is said to have very 

quickly acquired a reputation for honesty and fair dealings, and he was often sought out 

as an arbiter in quarrels and business disputes, being known far and wide for his 

scrupulosity, common sense, and dignity. 

 His biographers tell us that Muhammad was also noted for his strongly 

contemplative temperament and that he would often withdraw from the city for extended 

periods of prayer, fasting, and spiritual retreat. One of his favorite places was a cave in 

the side of a mountain just outside Mecca, Mount Hira. During his meditations on these 

occasions, Muhammad became more and more convinced that the superstitions and 

pagan practices he saw all around him must be completely rejected, and he began to pray 

with more and more urgency that he might be given direction and come to know the will 

of the true God.  
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 When he was forty years old—the year would have been roughly 610 A.D.—

Muhammad set off on one of these retreats to his cave, perhaps even more intent than 

usual on finding an answer to his prayers. According to Muslim tradition, he was 

awakened in the midst of the night by a loud voice, saying “Read!”—to which he 

responded, dumbfounded, “I can’t read”, for in fact he was illiterate. At this point he felt 

himself seized by a pair of tremendously strong but invisible arms, which pressed him so 

hard he thought he might die, and again the voice said “Read!”, and once more he was 

forced to reply, “I can’t!” Yet again he was seized by the arms, which hugged him even 

more tightly, and the voice—even louder and more awesome this time—commanded, 

“Read!” This time Muhammad was able to squeak out the reply, “What am I supposed to 

read?”, and the voice continued: “Read: in the Name of thy Lord! Who created man from 

a clot of blood. Read: And it is the Lord the Most Bountiful Who teacheth by the pen, 

teacheth man that which he knows not” (see the Qur’an 96:1-5). By now Muhammad was 

completely terrified—who wouldn’t be?!—and with these mysterious words emblazoned 

on his heart and burned into his memory, he went running out of the cave, only to hear 

the same voice say: “O Muhammad! Thou art Allah’s messenger, and I am Gabriel.” At 

this point Muhammad raised his eyes and saw the archangel Gabriel in the form of a 

gigantic man, standing above the horizon and filling the entire night sky—the same 

angel, according to Christianity, which came to the Virgin Mary to announce Christ’s 

birth.  

Thinking at first he might be losing his mind, Muhammad fled back home to his 

wife, who (we’re told) comforted him, confirmed his sanity, and became his first disciple. 

This whole episode is referred to in Islam as the Night of Authority or Night of Power 

(Laylat al-Qadr in Arabic); I mentioned this in YouTube Lecture 11 as one of those 

decisive events or moments that are so important for the western religions. According to 

Islamic tradition, it’s a night on the anniversary of which every year the world becomes 

supernaturally hushed: a night (say Muslims) when you can hear the grass grow and the 

trees speak as all nature becomes attuned to God. To quote from the Muslim scriptures, 

“Better than a thousand months is the Night of Authority. Thereon come the angels and 

the Spirit down, by leave of their Lord, for every behest. It is a night of peace until the 

breaking of the day” (Qur’an 97:3-5). As it happens this extraordinary experience was 
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only the first in a series of revelations, which would last for the next twenty-two years, up 

until Muhammad’s death in the year 632 A.D. Sometimes the messages came to him as 

they had that first night with a loud and commanding voice; at other times Muhammad 

would first hear sounds like tinkling bells, which would only gradually crystallize into the 

form of human language. He explained to his companions that he would often experience 

the messages as a tremendous weight; one time he was on the back of a camel when a 

revelation began, and by the time it was finished the poor beast had sunk to the ground, 

with its legs sprawling to the sides, so heavy had its rider become as the recipient of a 

Heavenly message. As I’ve already mentioned, Muhammad himself was illiterate, unable 

to read or write. He was therefore obliged to memorize each message and repeat it 

verbatim to his friends, who would then write down what had been revealed. The Holy 

Qur’an, the Muslim scripture, is a record of all these revelations; the Arabic word qur’ân 

(Qur’an and Koran are the two most common transliterations of the term) can mean either 

a “reading” or a “recitation”; it is thus paradoxically the recitation of a man who could 

not read. 

 I want to say more about the Qur’an momentarily, but first a couple of other 

crucial events in Muhammad’s life should be mentioned. 

 Not surprisingly, the responses to Muhammad’s first revelations were mixed, to 

say the least. As I’ve already told you, his wife, Khadija, immediately believed him, and 

this—Muslims say—is an excellent sign, for a person’s spouse knows him best and 

would be the first to suspect if the claimant were faking. By and large, however, the 

reaction of other people was one of vehement rejection. The city leaders of Mecca saw at 

once that this new revelation was going to cramp their style and cut down on the revenues 

that poured into their city from the many travelers who were eager to visit its pagan 

temples and take advantage of the nightlife. There were three basic themes in the earliest 

of the Qur’anic messages, and each of them spelled trouble for the Meccan authorities: 

first was a clear and uncompromising insistence on the worship of one God alone, a stark 

contrast to the current practice in Mecca, where we’re told there were as many as three 

hundred sixty separate pagan shrines, one for each day of the year; second was an 

emphasis on absolute moral purity, and this of course was opposed to the widespread 

immorality I’ve mentioned, including prostitution, slavery, and gambling; and third, 
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Muhammad was given the basis for a social ethic that stressed the equality of all people, 

and this too was very different from the situation in Mecca, where a rampant materialism 

had come to identify wealth with power and privilege. In any case, as Muhammad 

gradually began to gather a small band of believers around him, the disbelief of a 

powerful majority turned first to insults and mockery and then to active persecution. 

Muhammad and his followers were pelted with dirt and filth as they prayed, they were 

kidnapped and beaten and sometimes tortured, they were thrown into prison and their 

property was confiscated, and the city’s tradesmen refused to sell to them. 

 At first as was only natural, Muhammad couldn’t help but doubt himself just a 

little. Of course his wife had reassured him on a personal level, but humanly speaking he 

needed a more obvious, and more certain, confirmation of what he’d been told. This soon 

came in what Islam calls the miraj or Night Journey, when—according to Muslim 

tradition—Muhammad was miraculously transported at night on the back of a celestial 

steed: first, from the city of Mecca to the former site of the Jewish temple in Jerusalem 

(where a famous mosque called the Dome of the Rock is situated today); and then 

vertically up through and beyond the sky to the Seventh Heaven. Readers of the Bible 

will remember that much the same thing happened to the prophet Elijah, who was taken 

into Heaven in a “fiery chariot” (2 Kings 2:11), and also to Jesus, whose miraculous 

ascension is recounted in Acts 1:9-11. As Muhammad rose through the various levels of 

being, he’s said to have met and talked with other prophets of God who’d come before 

him—notably, Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. Finally, he was brought before the throne of 

Allah Himself, who verified what the angel Gabriel had been telling him, that he was 

indeed a new prophet of God. 

 A second, and in some ways even more decisive, event—one which eventually 

served to confirm Muhammad’s authenticity for the rest of the Arab world—was what 

Muslims call the hijrah or “migration”. I’ve already explained that Muhammad’s 

reception in Mecca was not exactly warm and welcoming; he was seen instead as a threat 

and enemy, and with each passing day it looked more and more as though he might soon 

be assassinated. It turns out, however, that Muhammad’s experiences, revelations, and 

good character had come to the attention of the leaders of another Arabian city, a town 

about three hundred miles north of Mecca called Yathrib. Yathrib too was faced with 
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social turmoil and chaos, but among its most prominent citizens (many of them Jews), 

there were several who wished to bring moral order back to their homeland, and hearing 

about Muhammad they sent a delegation to visit him in Mecca, asking whether he would 

be willing to come to Yathrib and govern their city. Their invitation had come just in the 

nick of time, it seems, because the Meccans were planning to kill the new prophet. 

Muhammad agreed to their offer. Accompanied by a single companion and dodging the 

pursuing Meccan horsemen, he was able to make his way finally to the safety of Yathrib. 

At one point in his journey they were forced to hide in cave. His companion despaired, 

crying, “What shall we do? We’re only two,” to which Muhammad replied in a famous 

saying, “No, we are three, for God is with us.” Meanwhile, the tradition says that a spider 

sent by God had been weaving its web over the mouth of the cave, and a dove had been 

busily building its nest at the entrance, so that when the pursuers came looking for the 

runaways they naturally concluded that no one could be hiding in the cave. And thus 

Muhammad escaped.  

From the Muslim point of view this dramatic escape was a kind of turning point 

in world history; in fact the Islamic calendar dates all subsequent events from this very 

moment. The hijrah occurred in what a Christian would call the year 622 A.D., but for a 

Muslim this was actually the start of the year 1, and all subsequent years are dated 

A.H.—that is, “after the hijrah”. Having successfully made this perilous journey, 

Muhammad swiftly became renowned for his statesmanship, establishing a model social 

order, and Yathrib in turn soon came to be known throughout Arabia as Medinat al-Nabi, 

that is, the City of the Prophet. Today we simply call it Medina. Within a few short years, 

his authority confirmed, Muhammad was able to return to Mecca, this time in triumph, 

having united the warring bands of Arabia and having laid the foundation not only for a 

new religion but for an entire civilization. The Prophet died in the year 632 (10 A.H.), 

and within about a century his followers had managed to carry his message as far as 

Spain in the West and as far as China in the East. The speed, the decisiveness, and the 

geographical extent of the early spread of Islam, beginning with the hijrah, are––for the 

Muslim––a proof of Muhammad’s authenticity and a testimony to the truth of the religion 

he established.  
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 I’m going to save a discussion of the specific doctrines and practices of the 

Islamic tradition for my next lecture, but before concluding these remarks a few more 

things should be said about the Qur’an. As I’ve already explained, the Qur’an is a written 

record of the messages revealed by God to Muhammad, beginning in 610 A.D. and 

lasting over the course of the next twenty-two years. This record is about four-fifths the 

length of the Christian New Testament. With the exception of a very short first chapter, 

its one hundred fourteen chapters (called sûrahs) are arranged in an order of decreasing 

length: Sûrah 2 has two hundred eighty-six verses, and Sûrah 114 has only six. From a 

Jewish or Christian point of view, it must be said in all candor that the Qur’an is a very 

strange book. It presents itself as a continuation of the basic story and message already 

revealed by God in the Old and New Testaments, but its form and structure are for the 

most part very different from the linear narrative that readers of the Bible are familiar 

with. In general and rather simplistic terms, you could say that the Bible is basically 

history with some theology and ethics mixed in; it takes the form of a more or less 

continuous narrative, and God is presented as an actor—the leading actor, needless to 

say—in a cosmic drama, beginning with creation, passing through the fall, and ending 

with the world’s final judgment. The Qur’an presupposes this basic narrative, but in a 

sense it reverses the Biblical pattern: the emphasis is mainly on theology and ethics, with 

a re-telling of some of the Biblical stories mixed in. 

 There’s also this to be said: unlike the Bible, which is mostly prose with some 

poetry, the Qur’an is poetic throughout, and this also accounts for the difficulty many 

non-Muslims have in interpreting it. Poetry, as I’m sure you know, depends much more 

than prose on sound and rhythm: its meaning is not merely discursive or informational, 

but is linked instead with images and rhymes and many plays upon words. For this reason 

poetry is notoriously difficult to translate into other languages, and this is certainly true of 

the Qur’an. Muslims say in fact that it can’t be translated but must be read in the original 

language of Arabic if one wishes to understand its true meaning. According to the Islamic 

point of view, each and every word of the Qur’an was directly dictated by God to 

Gabriel, then by Gabriel to Muhammad, and finally by Muhammad to his companions. 

It’s therefore essential to read this sacred text in the original if one wishes truly to 

understand its deepest meanings. This is why Muslims insist that converts to their 
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religion learn Arabic, or at least enough Arabic to say their daily prayers in that language. 

Christian missionaries have traditionally translated the Bible into the languages of the 

people they wished to evangelize; Muslim missionaries by contrast establish language 

schools in the new countries they visit so as to teach people Arabic in order for them to 

be able to read the Qur’an in the original. 

 Actually when I talk about “reading” the Qur’an, I really should use the word 

“reciting”, for to go back to my point about poetry, the only way to get the full meaning 

of a poem is to speak it aloud and to hear its rhythms and melodies. This is true all the 

more, say the Muslims, when it comes to the Qur’an, which is nothing less than divine 

poetry or music, composed by God Himself. Spoken or chanted recitation of the Qur’an 

is thus for the Muslim a kind of sacred or sacramental act. It is what Holy Communion is 

for the Christian. The Christian believes that Jesus Christ was God incarnate, and through 

participation in the sacrament of Communion—in which one eats of Christ’s body and 

drinks of His blood in the bread and wine of the rite—Christians come as close to Christ 

as is possible in this present life. The Muslim doesn’t believe in the incarnation; he 

doesn’t think that God became man. But he does believe that God “became book”, for in 

a sense the Qur’an is the very embodiment of the Divine, and in its words and rhythms 

and sounds the Muslim feels himself united with God.  

When it comes to authority, the Qur’an is thus at the very center of Muslim faith. 

Christians have sometimes referred to Islam as “Muhammadanism”––whether from 

ignorance or as a deliberate slight––but this is actually most misleading and for a Muslim 

quite offensive. It would be rather like calling Christianity “Saint Paulism”: for Christians 

Saint Paul was a messenger, an “apostle”, who was sent to bear witness not to himself but 

to the truth of Christ. Similarly for the Muslim, it’s not Muhammad who should be placed 

at the center, for he too was merely a messenger, and it wasn’t himself but his Message, 

the Qur’an, that counts. I don’t want to mislead you here: Muhammad is by no means 

denigrated or ignored in Islam; on the contrary it’s difficult to exaggerate the profound 

blend of respect, admiration, and affection that pious Muslims feel toward their Prophet. 

In fact they never even mention his name without immediately adding the benediction 

“may peace be upon him”, and traditional accounts of the way he acted and what he said, 

which are known as hadiths, carry a great weight of authority for the traditional Muslim. 
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Nonetheless, no Muslim would ever say that Muhammad the man is the cornerstone of 

the Islamic faith. In the words of the Prophet himself, “I never said Allah’s treasures are 

in my hand, or that I knew hidden things, or that I was an angel…. I am only a preacher 

of Allah’s words, the bringer of Allah’s message to mankind.” If you’re looking for a 

Christian equivalent to the role of Muhammad in Islam, you’d have to compare him, not 

to Saint Paul, but to the Virgin Mary, the mother of Jesus. For one thing, the annunciation 

of Christ’s birth came to Mary, like the revelation of God to Muhammad, through the 

archangel Gabriel. But there’s also this very significant, paradoxical parallel: Mary, who 

was a virgin, nonetheless gave birth to God’s son, while Muhammad, who was illiterate, 

nonetheless authored God’s book.  

 I’ll be coming back to other differences and similarities between these two 

religions next time, but for now I must simply stress once more the unsurpassed 

importance of the Qur’an for Muslims. Absolutely central to their religion, poetically 

powerful and sacramentally charged, the Qur’an is believed to be the world’s most 

perfect revelation, containing the fullness of eternal Truth. According to Islam the Bible 

was also an authentic and trustworthy message from God when it was first revealed, and 

this fact entitles those who accept it, Jews and Christians, to be classed with Muslims as 

“peoples of the book”. On the other hand it’s believed that in the course of time both the 

Torah, or Jewish Law (see Lecture 11), and the Christian Gospel became distorted and 

corrupted; where certain discrepancies appear within them or between them and parallel 

accounts in the Qur’an, it’s the latter alone that may be trusted as the only infallible 

revelation. The second verse of the Qur’an’s second sûrah makes this point categorically: 

“This is the Scripture whereof there is no doubt.”  
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Lecture 13: 

The Five Pillars 

  

Last time we began our explorations of Islam. Islam, as I told you, is historically the 

youngest of the three western religions, though at the same time it’s a tradition that 

claims to be the faithful continuation of a revelation going all the way back to the very 

beginning of time, and from this point of view it’s regarded by Muslims as the oldest 

religion. Islam means both peace and submission, and if we define it as “the peace that 

comes from submission to God”, then the term in its widest sense can refer to anyone 

who is obedient to God—in fact to anything that obeys the Divine laws of nature, 

including falling stones, growing plants, and burning fire. More narrowly understood, 

however, Islam is the name for a religion which began with the Prophet Muhammad in 

the early seventh century A.D. and which is today the second largest religion in the 

world. I gave you a quick sketch of Muhammad, focusing on several key events in his 

life: notably, the “Night of Authority”, when he first began receiving messages from 

God; the miraj, in which he was miraculously transported from Mecca to Jerusalem and 

then from Jerusalem to the Throne of Heaven; and the hijrah or “migration”, which 

concerns Muhammad’s escape from Mecca to Medina. Finally, we discussed the Qur’an, 

which is a written record of the revelations Muhammad received and which is for the 

Muslim the central authority and basis for the whole religion, comparable (I said) to what 

Jesus Christ is for Christians. 

 In this lecture, I want to introduce you to the basic teachings of Islam. You’re 

already aware of the most important of these teachings, for as I’ve explained before the 

Western religions are alike in their emphasis on the unity of God and in the way they 

picture the relationship of this God to the world and to history. All of them believe in a 

supremely good, wise, and powerful Deity, who created a good world that includes 

uniquely valuable human beings. The specifically Muslim variation on this basic idea can 

be found in the Qur’an, where we hear God described as “one” and “eternal”, as “beyond 

all conceiving” and “infinitely aware”, and as “infinite in power and wisdom”, and where 

we’re told that “He knows everything pertaining to mankind in the present and 

everything about them that is yet to be”, that “it is He who created the heavens and the 
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earth in six days and then assumed His Throne”, and that “He makes the night to give 

way to the day and the day to the night, and He knows the innermost heart”. The Muslim 

view of God is perhaps best summed up in the “Ninety-Nine Excellent Names of Allah”; 

these are traditional names or descriptions of God that can be found in the Qur’an. 

Several of these are expressed as pairs of opposites: God is at once the First and the Last, 

the Hidden and the Manifest, the Giver of Life and the Bringer of Death, the Defender 

and the Afflicter, the One who Exalts and the One who Abases. Like the other religious 

traditions we’ve studied thus far, Islam agrees that the Supreme Reality is humanly 

inconceivable and must be described in paradoxical terms. It’s therefore no wonder that 

the One Hundredth Name of God in Islam, the one that comes closest to describing Him, 

is . . . silence. 

 In spite of this great variety of descriptive terms, what often strikes outsiders most 

about the Muslim view of God is its emphasis on power, an emphasis that at first glance 

sometimes causes Christians to wonder what happened to love and mercy. There’s a 

hadîth—as I briefly mentioned last time hadîths are traditions concerning the life and 

practices of Muhammad and reports of his sayings—that tells a story about Moses 

(Sayyidna [or “Lord”] Musa, as he’s called in Islam), who once asked Allah to reveal 

Himself so that Moses might see Him directly. Allah politely declined, we’re told, 

explaining to Moses that he didn’t fully grasp the implications of what he was asking for. 

But Sayyidna Musa persisted, and God finally relented and said, in effect, “Let’s try a 

little experiment first. Do you see that mountain over there on the horizon? Before I show 

myself to you, I’m going to show myself to that mountain”—whereupon, as Moses 

watched in awe, the mountain instantly crumbled to the level of the surrounding plain. 

Sayyidna Musa, we’re told, immediately withdrew his request!  

 One shouldn’t assume, however—as many critics have done—that the power of 

Allah eclipses, undercuts, or compromises His mercy. Unfortunately, many Christian 

seminaries still teach that the God of Islam and the God of Judaism are primarily Gods of 

judgment and wrath and that it was up to Jesus to introduce a note of mercy and 

forgiveness into man’s view of God. This claim, however, is belied by the fact that for 

both Jews and Muslims God’s mercy not only equals His judgment, but far surpasses it. 

You’ll recall what I said about “God’s patience” in my lecture on Judaism. As for Islam 
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it’s important to note, and to emphasize, that every chapter of the Qur’an except one 

begins with an invocation addressing God by the names “The Beneficent” and “The 

Merciful”: Bismillah ir-rahman ir-rahim: that is, “In the Name of God, the Beneficent, 

the Merciful”. Moreover, according to yet another hadîth, the words “Verily, My [God’s] 

mercy takes precedence over My wrath” are inscribed on the very throne of Allah in the 

Heavens. 

 As long as I’m on the subject of misperceptions, I should point out that 

misunderstandings have flowed historically in both directions: Christians have 

misunderstood what Muslims are up to, and Muslims have misunderstood what 

Christians are up to. I mentioned one aspect of this tension last time in discussing the 

place of the Qur’an in Islam. The Qur’an, I explained, is for Muslims what Jesus is for 

Christians, while Muhammad is for Muslims what the Virgin Mary (or perhaps Saint 

Paul) is for Christians. It’s therefore a great mistake to equate Muhammad and Jesus, 

even though they were both human beings, and similarly it’s a mistake to equate the 

Qur’an and the Bible, even though both are sacred scriptures. And yet these are precisely 

the faulty comparisons that are often drawn. The Christian looks at Muhammad and says 

to the Muslim, “Your guy isn’t as good as ours; your guy was a man and he died, but our 

guy was God incarnate and He rose from the dead.” Meanwhile the Muslim is thinking, 

“So what if Muhammad died? He never claimed to be anything but a servant of God, like 

Abraham and Moses before him. My faith is not in a messenger, but in the Message, the 

Holy Qur’an, and when I compare it to the Christian scriptures I find that my book is 

obviously better. It was revealed to one man, not many; in one language, not two; at one 

period of time, not several; and it possesses a single, uniform, and supreme authority 

throughout rather than combining (as does the Bible) the commands of God with the 

opinions of men.”  

 In many ways these misunderstandings can be traced back to two very different 

views of salvation—two views of what is needed in order for man to be delivered from 

suffering and sin. As many Christians see it, especially Roman Catholics and 

conservative Protestants, sin has so deeply infected mankind that we’re unable to do 

anything of our own to be saved. All a man or woman can do is have faith that Jesus 

Christ has already accomplished the work of salvation for them. Muslims disagree. They 
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don’t disagree about the reality or presence of sin in our life. In fact, the over one billion 

Muslims of the world are in complete agreement with the over one billion Catholics that 

sin has affected the entire human race since Adam—with only two exceptions, and 

neither one (say the Muslims) was the Prophet Muhammad; Muhammad like the rest of 

us was born into sin. The only exceptions were Jesus, whom they call the “seal of 

sanctity”, and his mother Mary, whom God chose “above all the women of the world”. 

This is precisely the teaching of the Roman Catholic Church. (I might also mention 

another quite surprising fact—surprising, I mean, to many Christians: Muslims, like 

Christians, believe in the Second Coming of Christ and not in the return of Muhammad.) 

In any case, Islam definitely teaches that we’re all in fact sinners. Where Muslims 

disagree with Christians is in the degree to which they think sin has affected us. They 

admit we’re subjected from birth to the conditioning effects of an evil environment and 

that temptations meet us on every side—this is what it means to be “born into sin”. But in 

their view we nonetheless retain the moral strength to resist. Man is created in the “image 

and likeness” of God (see Genesis 1:26)—Islam concurs with Judaism and Christianity 

on this important point—and no matter how dirty or tarnished that image becomes, 

human beings retain down deep a fundamental God-likeness, which includes (Muslims 

argue) a continuing capacity to avoid sin. All man needs, therefore, is the knowledge of 

what is right and the resolution to do it. Guidance, not redemption, is the key. 

 To put this dispute into the form of a picture: Christianity and Islam both see man 

as sitting on one side of a river, separated by water from the opposite bank, which is 

Heaven or Paradise. For the Christian, getting across requires being carried by Jesus—

carried by the Lifeguard, as it were, who’s always on duty—and Jesus of course simply 

walks across the water with man on his shoulders. Crossing the river for the Muslim, 

however, means diving into the water and swimming, following the instructions that 

Allah has mercifully given us. That last adverb is crucial: God has mercifully provided 

humanity with the means of return. His commandments, His precepts, His injunctions, 

His law—in short, all those things that often strike Christians as connected not with 

mercy but judgment—are instead for the Muslim, as for the Jew, signs of Allah’s infinite 

compassion and love. Their word for God’s law is the Arabic term shariah, which is 

basically the same as the Jewish concept of torah, and Muslims consider this shariah a 
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great and wondrous and most sufficient gift. If a man fails to put this law into practice, if 

he doesn’t make use of the divine “swimming instructions”, he has no excuse for 

complaining that God has not been merciful, and he shouldn’t blame anyone but himself. 

 This idea of God’s having given us a set of laws and instructions naturally leads 

to a discussion of what precisely this law requires. In the Islamic perspective, the 

essential requirements can be very easily summarized, more so than the teachings of any 

other religion; Muslims say this simplicity is in fact one of the great strengths of their 

religion. Five things are required of a person who seeks to be as faithful as possible to the 

will of God. These five things, the basic building blocks of shariah, are known as the 

“Five Pillars”. Like the pillars of a temple, these five requirements are understood to 

support the entire “house of Islam” (dar al-Islam). As I’ve stressed several times this 

semester, every religion includes both a doctrine and a method, both theory and practice. 

On the one hand a religious tradition is meant to provide us with a key to the way things 

really are, and on the other hand it give us instructions on how to use that key. This 

distinction is especially clear in the case of Islam. The first of the Five Pillars states in the 

clearest possible way the essence of Muslim doctrine, while the four remaining Pillars are 

all concerned with Muslim practice. (Compare this with the first three of the Buddha’s 

Four Noble Truths, which summarize Buddhist doctrine, and the fourth Noble Truth, 

which comprises Buddhist method.) 

 The First Pillar, called the shahâdah, is the basic creed of Islam, its statement of 

faith. Shahâdah is an Arabic word meaning “testimony” or “witness”, and it consists of a 

pair of very short phrases. Reciting those two phrases in Arabic with full knowledge of 

what you’re doing and with the intention of expressing your own personal faith—of 

witnessing to your deepest conviction—is equivalent to the Christian rite of Baptism and 

thus constitutes initiation into the religion of Islam. The shahâdah consists of the words: 

Lâ ilâha illâ ’Llâh, Muhammadan rasûlu ’Llâh; in English translation this means, “There 

is no god but God, and Muhammad is the Prophet of God.” One sometimes hears the first 

phrase rendered as “there is no god but Allah”, but this is actually a little deceptive 

because it makes Allah sound like a proper name—like Zeus or Shiva—whereas in fact 

the word is a combination of the Arabic definite article (al = “the”) with the word for 

“Deity” or “Divinity”. Hence Allah simply means “the God”: the One without a second, 
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the utterly unique and supreme Creator of the Universe. For the Muslim the first part of 

the shahâdah (“There is no god but God”) thus contains not only an explicit profession of 

faith in the true God of all creatures but also an implicit prohibition against directing 

one’s worship toward anything else. It is for Islam what the first of the Ten 

Commandments is for Judaism: “I am the Lord your God…. You shall have no other 

gods beside Me” (Exodus 20:2-3). In fact the fundamental sin for Islam is idolatry, called 

shirk in Arabic. Shirk, sometimes translated as “association”, means treating a creature, 

any creature, as if it were on the same level as its Creator. According to the Qur’an, “God 

will not forgive those who serve other gods besides Him…. He that serves other gods 

besides Him is guilty of a heinous sin” (Sûrah 4:48). From the Muslim point of view—as 

I mentioned in my last YouTube lecture—Christians are guilty of this sin when they 

“associate” Jesus with God, believing that Jesus (whom Muslims regard as solely human) 

was at the same time Divine. 

 As for the second part of the Testimony—Muhammadan rasûlu ’Llâh 

(“Muhammad is the Prophet or Messenger of God”)—this is usually interpreted with a 

stress on the definite article: Muhammad is the Prophet of God. In other words, though he 

is but one in a series of Divine messengers, he’s nonetheless the most important. 

Muhammad is understood to be the last of God’s prophets, the “Seal of the Prophets”, 

and Islam is therefore regarded as the culmination of Divine revelation. To say 

Muhammadan rasûlu ’Llâh is to say that Islam is the total truth, and it’s to testify 

implicitly to the trustworthiness of the entire Qur’an. If I say, “Muhammad is the Prophet 

of God”, I’m saying that I believe everything the Qur’an teaches, whether about God or 

creation or history or the final Day of Judgment. And at the same time I’m obligating 

myself to put into practice whatever the Qur’an commands. The most important of these 

commands and practices constitute the other four Pillars. 

 The second Pillar of Islam is the practice of charity or almsgiving, called zakah. 

Beyond simply telling the Muslim that she should help those in various categories of 

need, the Islamic shariah is very precise as to the amount of assistance required, calling 

for an annual distribution of no less than two and a half percent or 1/40 of one’s total 

property. This may at first sound to Jews and Christians like an easy burden, compared to 

their own Biblical “tithe” (or tenth). But the Muslim figure applies to all of a person’s 
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total holdings, his net worth, and not simply his annual income. And lest it be thought 

that the commandment pertains only to money and property, a number of important 

hadîths of the Prophet make it clear that zakah is fundamentally a question of love and 

compassion. While material goods and services are certainly expected from those who 

have the financial means to give them, the essential requirement is of a spiritual nature. 

 The third Pillar is the annual practice of fasting (sawm), observed by faithful 

Muslims during the sacred month of Ramadan. Ramadan is the month in the Islamic 

calendar when Muhammad received his first revelation on the Night of Authority, and it’s 

also the month, albeit a decade later, when he made his historic hijrah to Medina. During 

the entire month of Ramadan, in commemoration of these great events, the Muslim must 

observe a period of strict ascetic discipline. From daybreak to sunset, neither food nor 

drink—not even water—may cross his lips (exceptions and special provisions are made 

for travelers, pregnant women, the sick, and the aged), and sexual activities are forbidden. 

Daybreak is traditionally defined as that precise moment when it’s light enough to 

distinguish a white thread from a black thread, and one knows evening has come when 

the distinction is once again impossible, at which point the fast may be broken. Since the 

traditional Islamic year is based on a lunar calendar, each month running from full moon 

to full moon, Ramadan gradually “moves” through the solar year. When it falls in the 

winter and the days are short, it’s less demanding, but during the lengthy days of 

summer—especially in the hot desert clime of the Middle East or the equatorial 

regions—it can prove a very exhausting discipline. As with Lent in the Christian 

tradition, one of the main aims of the fast is to be reminded, through sacrifice, of one’s 

dependence on God.  

The fourth Pillar of Islam is the pilgrimage or hajj. Unlike the other four 

components of Muslim law, this one is not absolutely required. At least once in his 

lifetime, if it’s physically and financial possible for him, every Muslim (no matter where 

he happens to live in the world) should try to make a journey to the city of Mecca. Mecca 

is in a sense the Holy City of Islam, in part because of its being the birthplace of 

Muhammad, but more importantly because it’s the site of the Kaaba. The Kaaba (Arabic 

for “cube”) is a cubically-shaped stone building (roughly forty feet tall and forty feet on 

each side) located on a site that Muslims believe has been used since ancient times for the 
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worship of Allah; the first Kaaba is said to have been constructed by Adam, and another 

building was later built on the same foundation by Abraham and Ishmael. (The present 

structure, of course, has been rebuilt and repaired many times over the course of the 

centuries.) For Muslims it is the very “House of God”, the one spot on earth most sacred 

to Him. When performing the hajj, pilgrims must follow a number of very specific 

requirements. Everyone dons a very simple white garment, symbolizing that all 

distinctions of rank and privilege have been set aside; in the eyes of God all people are 

merely His servants or slaves, and one of the main points of the pilgrimage is to heighten 

the Muslim’s devotion and submission to Allah. There follow a number of prescribed 

actions, including a ritual circumambulation of the Kaaba (seven times in a counter-

clockwise direction) and a rapid procession (again seven times) back and forth between 

two neighboring hills, which is intended to re-enact a key event in the life of Hagar, 

Abraham’s second wife and the mother of Ishmael. I’ll tell you more about this in my 

YouTube lecture. 

 Finally, the last of the Five Pillars of Islam concerns the recitation of prayers, or 

salah (plural: salat). This without doubt is the most important of the four practical Pillars, 

and it’s comparable in its importance on the plane of method to the doctrinal shahâdah. 

According to Islamic shariah a faithful Muslim must pray every day, but not just in any 

fashion or according to whim. Her prayers must instead follow a specified form, which 

includes the precise number of prayers and the specific times of day when they’re said, 

certain ablutions or rites of purification one observes before praying, the direction one 

faces when praying, specific postures and movements, and certain obligatory words and 

formulas. The prayers are normally said at home either alone or with one’s family, 

though it’s customary for the Friday noon prayers to be said with other Muslims in a 

masjid or mosque, the Muslim equivalent of a Jewish synagogue or Christian church. 

 Let me give you some details. The Muslim is to pray five times every day, and 

these times are very carefully stipulated: at sunrise, at mid-day, in the mid-afternoon 

(when the sun has descended half way from its zenith to the horizon), at sunset, and 

finally just before retiring. Ablutions or ritual washings must precede each session of 

prayer. The rules for these are again quite precise: one rinses the mouth, cleanses the 

nasal passages, washes the face, then washes each arm up to the elbow, then the face 
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again (this time cleansing the ears), and finally the feet. A person is then understood to be 

in the proper state of ritual purity for the sacramental action of prayer. 

 Islamic tradition further specifies that prayers should be said while facing in the 

direction of the Kaaba in Mecca (pilgrims on the hajj form concentric circles around the 

Kaaba when they are praying), and these prayers are always linked to a prescribed pattern 

of physical motions, which are synchronized with particular words. At first one stands 

upright (symbolizing the dignity of man), and then, touching the earlobes with his 

thumbs, the Muslim announces, “I intend to pray …” whatever prayer it happens to be at 

the hour (morning, noon, etc.). Then begin the canonical words—that is, the formal, 

revealed, and required words—of the prayer itself. These change in part from one time of 

day to another, and at certain times the prayers are to be recited silently, at other times 

audibly. Having said the first part of the prayer, the Muslim then bows, sliding his hands 

down the front of his thighs, and having dropped first to his knees, he makes a full 

prostration, placing his forehead on the ground. With regard to postural symbolism, this 

moment of the prayer is meant to signify extreme humility as the Muslim assumes the 

fetal position, occupying the smallest and lowest space possible as a sign of his 

nothingness and utter vulnerability before the Divine. He then comes back up to a sitting 

position on his heels, and then once again the forehead is placed on the prayer rug. 

Finally, he returns to a standing position, having completed one full part of the prayer.  

 During each of the daily sessions of prayer, time is also reserved for personal 

prayers. But salah consists mainly in reciting certain obligatory formulas, which are 

specified by the tradition. These vary somewhat from one time of day to another, but they 

always include the words of the first chapter of the Qur’an, the Fâtihah, or “opening”—

words that are as important for a Muslim as the Lord’s Prayer (“Our Father, who art in 

Heaven, hallowed be Thy Name”, etc.) is for a Christian: “In the name of God, the 

infinitely Compassionate and Merciful. Praise be to God, Lord of all the worlds, the 

Compassionate, the Merciful, the Ruler on the Day of Reckoning. You alone do we 

worship, and You alone do we ask for help. Guide us on the straight path, the path of 

those who have received your grace; not the path of those who have brought down wrath, 

nor of those who go astray.” Notice the same paradoxical balance I pointed out earlier 

among the various Names of God: one can see from the Fâtihah that God is at once a 
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merciful and giving God and a just and demanding God, a God who requires that man 

freely respond to his gifts with obedience and service, a God who rewards those who 

obey and punishes those who do not. 

 Here then are the essential teachings of Islam, the five essential pillars or 

components of the Muslim shariah or law: 1. shahâdah or testimony, 2. zakah or 

almsgiving, 3. sawm or the fast of Ramadan, 4. hajj or pilgrimage, and 5. salah or daily 

prayer. There’s a very famous hadîth (called “the hadîth of Gabriel”) that comes down to 

us from one of Muhammad’s closest companions, a man named Umar, in which these 

essentials of Islam are very nicely summed up. Umar reported, “One day when we were 

sitting with the Prophet, there came to us a man whose clothes were of exceeding 

whiteness and whose hair was of exceeding blackness, nor were there any signs of travel 

upon him, although none of us knew him. He sat down knee to knee opposite the Prophet, 

upon whose thighs he placed the palms of his hands, saying, ‘O Muhammad, tell me what 

is the surrender (islam).’ The Prophet answered him saying, ‘The surrender is to testify 

that there is no god but God and that Muhammad is God’s messenger, to perform the 

prayer, bestow the alms, fast Ramadan, and make, if thou canst, the pilgrimage to the 

Holy House.’ He said, ‘Thou hast spoken truly,’ and we were amazed that having 

questioned him he should corroborate him. Then the stranger went away, and I stayed a 

while after he had gone, and the Prophet said to me, ‘O ‘Umar, knowest thou the 

questioner, who he was?’ I said, ‘God and His messenger know best.’ He said, ‘It was 

Gabriel. He came to you to teach you your religion.’” 

 Before concluding this lecture I must also mention three other well-known aspects 

of Islamic belief and practice, which, while not having the status of “pillars”, are 

nevertheless important and distinctive features of this religion. First, Islamic law includes 

certain ethical injunctions and prohibitions in the realm of diet and social behavior. To be 

precise, the faithful Muslim may not eat pork or the blood of an animal, he may not drink 

any form of alcohol or take any other intoxicants, he may not engage in games of chance 

or gambling, and he may not practice usury, which is the practice of collecting interest on 

loans.  

 A second––and in our day increasingly controversial––fact is that Islam permits 

the practice of polygamy, allowing a man to have up to four wives at one time. This 
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practice seems to have reflected an earlier historical context, one in which God permitted 

polygamy strictly for the benefit of women who might otherwise find themselves without 

protection (as in times of war) and never to have been intended—as critics often 

assume—simply to satisfy the lusts of libidinous men. And as if to underscore this fact, a 

hadîth of the Prophet says that a man may have several wives only if he is truly able to 

treat all of them equally––a condition many traditional Muslim commentators have said 

is all but impossible, humanly speaking. One more point on this subject: Marriage is not a 

sacrament for Muslims as it is for Christians, but rather a social or legal contract—a 

contract, however, that is by no means to be entered into lightly. Yet another hadîth 

underscores the seriousness of marriage: “Of all the things Allah permits, he hates 

divorce the most.”  

 A third and final issue that I wanted to mention is the Muslim practice of jihad, a 

volatile topic if ever there was one, especially in light of world events today. This is an 

aspect of Islam that is frequently misunderstood by outsiders—which is no surprise, 

given its flagrant abuse by certain fanatical “Islamists” themselves. If you listened only to 

many in the western press or to the terrorists, you might easily come away thinking that 

jihad means nothing but violence. But in fact the primary meaning of the word is 

spiritual. Literally it means “effort” or “exertion”, and it has to do with courageously 

meeting the demands of God’s law while resisting temptation. Historically, the word was 

used to describe the efforts of the Muslim community to protect itself from attack and to 

guard its sacred ways, and in this sense jihad can mean “holy war”. According to several 

passages in the Qur’an say, however, such war is to be waged only in defense and never 

aggressively, and it’s spelled out in no uncertain terms that (as I mentioned in YouTube 

Lecture 12) “there should be no compulsion in religion” (Sûrah 2:256)—in other words 

that it’s wrong to force people to convert to Islam. Traditional Muslim law also stresses 

that the killing of non-combatants and suicide are always wrong. Of course, having said 

this, one must admit at once that Muslims have not always lived up to the ideals of their 

religion; indeed we’re seeing today, among a number of extremist groups, a gross 

perversion of what the sacred texts of Islam actually require. As an antidote to these 

fanatical distortions, it may be helpful to quote another very important hadîth of 

Muhammad. We’re told that upon returning from a battle against his Meccan 
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adversaries—who persisted for some years in their efforts to kill him even after his hijrah 

to Medina—the Prophet explained to one of his companions that they were returning 

from the “lesser” to the “greater” jihad: in other words, from a military defense of the 

Muslim community against its external enemies to the much more important internal 

warfare that all people must wage in their hearts against sin and temptation. (Recall what 

I said about the spiritual meaning of the “battlefield” in the Bhagavad Gita.) 

I’ll tell you in my YouTube lecture about one of the early caliphs of Islam, 

Muhammad’s son-in-law Ali, and how he responded to provocation on the battlefield—a 

story that typifies a truly Muslim jihad. 
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Lecture 14: 

Sunni and Shiite; Sufism 

 

I come now to my third and final lecture on the western religion of Islam. As usual, just a 

quick review to begin with. I spent some time in my first written lecture in this module 

defining the word Islam and explaining that Muslims see their religion of “submission 

and peace” as both the oldest and the youngest of the world’s major traditions. I also 

spoke about the Prophet Muhammad and certain historic events in his life, as well as 

about the Holy Qur’an, the Muslim Bible. Last time I focused on the fundamental 

teachings of Islam, which compose what we call the shariah or law. There are five basic 

points to remember, five “pillars” of Islam: first, the shahâdah or Muslim creed, “There 

is no god but God, and Muhammad is the Prophet of God”; second, the practice of zakah 

(plural: zakat), which has to do with almsgiving, charity, and compassion; third, the 

annual sawm (plural: siyâm) or fast during the holy month of Ramadan; fourth, the hajj or 

pilgrimage to Mecca; and fifth, the salah (plural: salat), which is the practice of daily 

prayer. 

 In wrapping things up, I would like to do a couple of things. I want to focus your 

attention today on Sufism, the mystical aspect or dimension of Islam, and in this 

connection I’ll be referring to the selection you were assigned in A Book of Saints. But 

first of all it’s important to say just a few words about some of the differences between 

the two major denominations or branches of Islam. We’ve had occasion to take note of 

certain subdivisions within the various religions we’re studying. In Hinduism, for 

example, there were the Vaishnavites, Shaivites, and Shaktas; in the case of Buddhism I 

told you about the two major branches of Theravada and Mahâyâna; and in discussing 

Taoism we mentioned some of the differences between philosophical Taoism, religious 

Taoism, and yogic Taoism. For the most part I’ve been concentrating on commonalities, 

not differences, since the main goal of this class is to introduce you to the distinctive 

beliefs and practices of each given religion––those agreed-upon doctrines and methods 

that make all Hindus Hindu, those that make all Taoists Taoist, those (in the present case) 

that make all Muslims Muslim. But it’s important nonetheless to take an occasional peek 

at some of the divisions within these traditions.  
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 When it comes to Islam, the most important denominational distinction we need 

to be aware of is between a mainstream majority of Muslims called Sunnis and a minority 

known as Shiites. The word Sunni comes from the Arabic sunnah, meaning “tradition”; 

the Sunnis or “traditionalists” account for around eighty-seven per cent of all Muslims. 

The term Shiite is based on the Arabic shi’ah meaning “party” (as in the Republican or 

Democratic Party, not a birthday party); it can be traced back to the fact that the Shiites 

were originally the “party”—that is, the followers—of Ali, Muhammad’s son-in-law. 

Today the largest concentrations of Shiite Muslims are in Iraq and Iran.  

 The dividing line between these two groups is not primarily doctrinal but rather 

historical and political. Sunnis and Shiites both accept the Five Pillars and other basic 

teachings of Islam, but they disagree over the proper transmission of authority—that is, 

over who has the right to interpret the Qur’an and make official pronouncements on 

Muslim law and practice. The division is roughly parallel to the split within Christianity 

between members of the Eastern Orthodox Church and Roman Catholics. Both of these 

Christian groups believe that Jesus Christ founded a visible, institutional Church and 

gave its leaders the authority to teach in His name. But at this point a major difference 

comes in. Orthodox Christians believe that Christ gave equal authority to all His apostles, 

and that all their duly appointed successors (the bishops) have equal rights in guiding the 

Church on earth. In contrast Roman Catholics teach that Christ gave full authority to only 

one of the apostles, namely Peter, and that it’s only Peter’s successors, the popes, who are 

the proper heads of the Church. 

 Where Jesus had twelve “apostles” or “disciples”, Muhammad had four 

“companions”—four close friends: Abu Bakr, Umar, Uthman, and Ali. Here is where the 

analogy comes in. Sunni Muslims are like Orthodox Christians in believing that all four 

of these companions had equal authority and that their duly chosen successors down 

through the centuries, called caliphs, are all valid transmitters of the Islamic sunnah or 

tradition. Shiites on the other hand are more like Roman Catholics when it comes to their 

view of religious authority. Just as Catholics say it was Peter whom Christ chose above 

the other disciples, so the Shiites believe that Muhammad’s son-in-law, Ali, was his only 

legitimate successor, and in turn that Ali’s blood-descendants are alone the proper heads 

of the Muslim religion, the only completely authoritative interpreters of the shariah. 
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There’s a further rather interesting twist among Shiites themselves. Many of them believe 

that after a period of years the last of Ali’s successors of whom we have any historical 

record went into hiding, or “occultation”; this occurred, they say, many centuries ago. 

He’s referred to as the “hidden imam”. The Arabic word imam means literally the one 

who “stands at the front” in leading the prayers; every mosque has an imam who plays 

something of the same role as a Christian minister. It’s said that this mysterious person 

will not reappear publicly until the end of the world, when (as a prophetic figure called 

the Mahdi, or “rightly guided one”) he will play the role of preparer for the Second 

Coming of Christ. (I mentioned in my last lecture that Muslims share with Christians a 

belief in Christ’s eschatological return.) Depending on which of the successors they look 

to as the hidden imam, Shiites divide up into various subgroups; the “twelvers”, who 

believe it was the twelfth successor to Ali—a man born in 869 A.D.—are the largest of 

these groups.  

 Setting aside, however, this largely political demarcation between Sunnis and 

Shiites, I would like to turn now to a second distinction––between the exoteric and the 

esoteric. We’ve had occasion to mention this dividing line several times this semester. As 

you know, the term exoteric refers to what is external or outer: to the literal formulation 

of doctrines and to the outward actions involved in certain rituals and other practices. By 

contrast the term esoteric refers to what is internal or inward: to the deeper, symbolic, 

and mystical meanings of doctrines and to the inner intentions behind ritual and practice. 

In Christian terms it’s the difference between the “letter” and the “spirit”, a distinction 

found, as we have noted before, in Saint Paul’s epistles in the New Testament (see for 

example 2 Corinthians 3:6). In Chinese terms, it’s the difference, as you know, between 

Confucianism, which is relatively more exoteric, and Taoism, which is relatively more 

esoteric. When it comes to Islam, the same basic dividing line can be drawn between 

Shariites and Sufis. The term shariite (as perhaps you can guess) is derived from the 

word shariah or law, and it refers to Muslims whose religious practice and worldview is 

determined more or less exclusively by the letter of the law—by the literal meaning of 

the Qur’an and the Five Pillars. Sufis on the other hand are Islamic mystics; they are 

Muslims whose beliefs and practices, although firmly grounded in the law of the exoteric 
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tradition, are intended to take them into a deeper, more intimate, more “esoteric” 

relationship with God than is ordinarily expected in this present life. 

 I want to highlight a few specific points about Sufism, but it’s important to say 

something first about mysticism in general because it’s a term that’s often misunderstood 

and misused. Etymologically, the words “mystic” and “mysticism” come from a Greek 

verb, muein, which means “to close” and which is used in reference to both the eyes and 

the mouth. The mystic is someone who can see things even when his physical eyes are 

closed––things that go beyond what ordinary sight can discern––and whose mouth is 

likewise closed or sealed insofar as those things can’t be put into words. Mysticism thus 

refers to our contact with dimensions of Reality that are invisible—in fact beyond the 

reach of all the physical senses, not only sight—and ineffable or indescribable. To make 

the same point in terms of what I called “levels of religious participation” (see Lecture 1), 

you could put it this way: The mystic is the person who’s not satisfied with simply 

believing in the spiritual world or taking its existence on authority, the way many other 

religious people do. Nor is he content to stop at the level of faith, putting his trust and 

confidence in God and hoping for a reward after death. Instead the mystic aspires to go 

further and to ascend to higher levels of involvement: he seeks to experience God directly 

and to be transformed by that contact. You should have read the assigned selection for 

this module in A Book of Saints by now, and if so you’ve encountered the words of the 

Sufi master Ahmad al-Alawi (1869-1934) concerning this higher quest (see p. 104). 

 Mysticism is largely a western phenomenon. One could talk about “Hindu 

mystics” or “Buddhist mystics” or “Taoist mystics”, but as you know the main thrust of 

these Asian religions is already directed toward spiritual insight and transformation. In a 

sense all Hindus, Buddhists, and Taoists are mystics. In the West, however, the situation 

is very different. Most Jews, most Christians, and most Muslims think of their religious 

involvement primarily in terms of faith and obedience. The vast majority in other words 

are exotericists, concentrating mainly on the letter of their respective laws. God (they 

would say) has done certain things for us human beings and for the sake of our salvation, 

and it’s up to us to respond, trusting in His authority and conforming ourselves to His 

will. Whatever rewards or blessings or blissful experiences may be in store for us will 

come only after death, and even then—however you might define or describe them—they 
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will in no way undercut or compromise the radical difference between the Creator and 

His creatures, between God and man. This, as I say, tends to be the mainstream attitude in 

the Abrahamic religions.  

Mystics, however, are western exceptions to this rule. The mystic is the Jew, the 

Christian, or the Muslim who senses that there’s a fundamental truth in the Hindu claim 

that Atman and Brahman are a single Reality, or who like the Buddhist is seeking the 

goal of Nirvâna. I need to be careful because I don’t want to mislead you here. There are 

certainly important differences in the way western mystics look at “God” compared to 

how Taoists (let’s say) see the Tao. Nevertheless, speaking in very general––and 

therefore, as so often, in simplistic––terms, mysticism could be described as a western 

religious phenomenon with a South Asian or East Asian flavor. This is undoubtedly why 

the mystics of the Abrahamic religions have always been viewed with a certain amount of 

suspicion by their respective exoteric communities. Some of them, like many of the 

Jewish cabalists, have simply been ostracized; others, like the medieval Christian mystic 

Meister Eckhart, have been condemned as heretics; and still others, like the Sufi saint 

Mansur al-Hallaj, have been executed. In the meantime—and rather ironically—the 

theological and philosophical thought of all three Semitic traditions has been deeply and 

lastingly affected by the spiritual teachings of their mystics, who in some cases have held 

powerful and influential religious positions, as abbots of monasteries and advisors to 

caliphs.  

 After this necessary digression, let me return to Islam and its mystics, the Sufis. 

No one seems to know for sure where the term “Sufi” comes from. Some speculate that 

it’s derived from the Arabic word sûf, meaning “wool”, and that it’s meant to refer to the 

woolen garments the first Sufis wore. Others suggest that “Sufism” should be traced to 

the Arabic safa, meaning “purity”, which is obviously one of the goals of any spiritual 

path. Whatever the history of the term, it’s important to stress that authentic Sufism is a 

specifically and self-consciously Muslim path, a way of approaching God that 

presupposes among its adherents an exoteric foundation in the Islamic shariah. The true 

Sufi—as opposed to the numerous contemporary pseudo-Sufi counterfeits one can find 

on the internet and elsewhere—must therefore be a practicing Muslim, who accepts the 

Qur’an, the traditional hadîths of Muhammad, and of course the Five Pillars (see A Book 
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of Saints, p. 95). But—and here’s the difference between the Sufi and the shariite—the 

Sufi attempts to go further. In addition to these outer or exoteric elements, he seeks an 

inner or esoteric depth, and rather than waiting for the fulfillment of his religion’s 

promises in Heaven or Paradise, he wants salvation now.  

 Another distinguishing mark of the true Sufi mystic—another feature that sets her 

apart from her counterfeits—is that she is not a soloist or individualist, whatever the 

exotericists around her may think; in other words the person who wishes to follow the 

mystical path of Islam doesn’t simply strike out for God on er own initiative or on the 

basis of her own personal spiritual resources. On the contrary she is a member of a 

traditional spiritual brotherhood, and she willingly places herself under the direction or 

guidance of a bona fide spiritual master. The Sufi seeker or disciple is called a faqîr, 

which means the “poor one”. Poverty in this case is not financial but spiritual and is 

meant to connote a radical, self-effacing dependence on God; Christians will recall these 

words of Christ: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven” 

(Matthew 5:3). A Sufi brotherhood is known as a tarîqah, a word meaning “path”, and a 

Sufi master is called a shaykh; this is an Arabic term which literally means an “old man” 

but which is used to refer to anyone noted for having deep wisdom and powers of 

discernment. (As you may remember, the Chinese lao tzu and the Japanese roshi have a 

similar double meaning; see Lecture 9.) Among genuine Sufis, it’s understood that in 

order to be a shaykh a person must be a living link in an initiatic chain or spiritual lineage 

(silsila in Arabic) running all the way back to Muhammad himself. In other words there’s 

no individualism in this regard either, for a self-appointed shaykh would be a 

contradiction in terms: a true master is someone who has been initiated by a previous 

master, who was initiated by a yet earlier master, and so forth. This pattern, as perhaps 

you can see, is comparable to the Christian idea of “apostolic succession”, whereby a 

bishop must have been consecrated by a previous bishop and so on all the way back to 

one or more of Christ’s apostles.   

While I’m on the subject of Christian analogies, Sufism may be compared in a 

very general way to Christian monasticism in the sense that monasticism, especially in 

the Christian East, also represents an effort to deepen, intensify, and interiorize the 

doctrines and practices of the exoteric tradition. One very significant difference, however, 
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is that unlike Christian monks and nuns Sufis are not necessarily celibate. They are in this 

respect more like Mahâyâna Buddhists, whereas Christian monks and nuns are more like 

Theravada Buddhists (to review that distinction, see Lecture 10). Sufis may, and in fact 

normally do, marry and have families and ordinary jobs in the world. As you probably 

noticed, this was the case with many of the disciples of the Shaykh al-Alawi—“a Sufi 

saint of the twentieth century”, to refer to the title of the book from which the assigned 

selection in A Book of Saints was taken. 

 Let me say a few things about Sufi spiritual practices. As it happens I’ve 

personally had the good fortune of meeting one of the successors of the Shaykh Al-

Alawi—the Shaykh Isa Nur al-Din (1907-98). I had the privilege of talking with Shaykh 

Isa on a number of occasions during the last decade or so of his life, and this led to my 

being given permission to witness many of the spiritual practices of this particular 

lineage, practices that are ordinarily secret. You’ve been offered just a taste of these in 

the assigned reading. It’s important to stress again that these practices are meant to build 

upon and intensify the exoteric requirements of Islam, in particular the canonical prayers 

or salat. Beginning with the obligatory exoteric standard of the five daily prayers, the 

Sufi strives to go every deeper, to the point where every moment of every day of his life 

becomes one single, continuous prayer. I can’t go into all the details, of course—in part 

because of time, but also in part out of courtesy to the Shaykh whom I knew and as a 

point of discretion—but what I can tell you is that the spiritual disciplines of his 

community, like those of most other Sufi orders, include at least three basic elements. 

You’ve seen evidence of each of these in your reading. 

 First, there is invocation. By “invocation” I mean the rhythmic repetition of a 

sacred word or phrase containing a revealed name or names of God. We’ve already seen 

an example of this practice with Swami Ramdas, who repeated the name of the avatâra 

Rama, and I spoke (in YouTube Lecture 10) about a parallel practice among Pure Land 

Buddhists, who invoke the nembutsu. In the case of Muslim mystics, the sacred word 

invoked is usually Allah, although one or more of the “Ninety-Nine Excellent Names” of 

God (Lecture 13) may also be used for this purpose. The Arabic term for this traditional 

practice is dhikr, which means “remembrance”; it’s based on a hadîth of the Prophet 

Muhammad in which he said, “Verily, everything on earth is accursed except the 
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remembrance of God.” Sufis have traditionally quoted this saying in support and defense 

of their method. In a section of the reading called “Seen from Within”, the Shaykh Al-

Alawi describes how his own shaykh taught him the proper use of invocation (A Book of 

Saints, pp. 108-109). 

 A second practice is meditation. As we’ve seen in earlier discussions, meditation 

can mean a number of things, and in different religions it takes on a variety of 

connotations involving different techniques. In Sufism it often refers to the mental 

discipline of focusing one’s attention on the visual form and sound of the Arabic word 

Allah. As I’ve mentioned, Muslims in general—and not only Sufis—believe that the 

words of the Holy Qur’an are a kind of “incarnation” of God and that in reading and 

reciting the Arabic words of this sacred text they’re engaging in a sacramental activity. 

The same intense devotion to the Qur’an can be seen in the centuries-old Islamic art of 

Qur’anic calligraphy. The Muslim would say there’s a message, not only in the dictionary 

meaning of the words in their Bible and not only in the sounds of its sacred language, but 

also in the visual shapes of these words on the page, and by copying out these shapes in 

beautiful lettering the Muslim calligrapher means to highlight that message. Sufis pick up 

on this basic idea and dedicate themselves to a disciplined, meditative exploration of the 

symbolic significance of the Arabic letters A-L-L-A-H. They do this in part by 

concentrating on the way the letters sound and how they reverberate in the chest when 

chanted aloud, but also by means of highly disciplined visualizations in which the letters 

of the divine Name are very carefully drawn in the mind’s eye (A Book of Saints, pp. 109-

110). 

 Third, there is “dance”. The Arabic word usually employed for this practice, 

hadrah, has the literal meaning of “presence”, and it refers both to God’s presence and to 

the “presence of mind” it is meant to provoke in each participant. The hadrah is a form of 

collective invocation in which a number of fuqarâ (plural of faqîr) join together in 

chanting the Name of Allah, one or more of the other Qur’anic Names of God, or the 

shahâdah. The rhythm of the chant is carefully linked to a pattern of physical 

movements, and the aim is to coordinate the very rhythms of one’s physical life with 

what we might call the “pulse” of the Name. (This is the third time we’ve encountered a 

religion that makes use of physical movement as an aid to contemplative focus, the first 
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being Tai Chi Chuan in Taoism and the second kyudo (archery) in Zen Buddhism [see 

above Lectures 9 and 10].) The beat of the dancing is often marked by the sound of an 

accompanying drum, and some Sufi orders use other instruments as well. Although the 

precise pattern of dance can vary from one tarîqah to another, it requires in each case that 

the individual’s movements, and even the rhythm of his breathing, become subordinated 

to that of the group as a whole, leading to a state in which the participants begin to forget 

about their separate selves and thus become more and more “poor”, more and more 

“empty”, and more and more “open” to the Divine. Historically, the most famous 

example of this method is to be found in a Sufi lineage descended from a great shaykh 

named Jalal al-Din Rumi (1207-73), whose disciples were called “whirling dervishes” 

(“dervish” is the Persian equivalent of faqîr) because of the pattern of their own particular 

dance. I’ve asked you to watch a short YouTube video where you can see a bit of this 

form of Sufi dancing. The section of the assigned reading in A Book of Saints called 

“Seen from Outside” contains a description by the Shaykh Al-Alawi’s French physician, 

Dr Marcel Carret, of the somewhat different style of hadrah used in that tarîqah (p. 93).  

 Whether it’s invocation, meditation, or dance, the ultimate aim of all these 

practices is to bring the Muslim mystic into the deepest of all possible unions with God—

and to do so now, in this present life, in order that he might experience Paradise on earth. 

Sufis sometimes say that their goal is to recapitulate the miraj of the Prophet Muhammad, 

ascending like him to the very throne of God—and indeed even further. For coming to 

the throne suggests a continuing division between the human and the Divine, and what 

Sufism is aiming toward is not just proximity but penetration. Sufis don’t just want to be 

with God; they mean to enter into Him so as to participate fully in His own inward 

energies. They wish to go beyond both belief and faith to the level of experience, and 

then beyond even that to the point of complete transformation. This is what Orthodox 

Christians call theosis or deification, a teaching based on Saint Peter’s conviction that the 

ultimate goal of the Christian life is to become “partakers of the Divine nature” (2 Peter 

1:4). The Arabic term for this ultimate state is fanâ. It means “extinction”, and it’s an 

almost exact synonym of the word Nirvâna in Sanskrit. To experience fanâ is to 

overcome all egoistic tendencies, to go beyond identification with one’s separate physical 

and psychic individuality, and to become inwardly identified instead with God.  
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There’s a saying that the Sufi is the person who doesn’t want the Garden, that is, 

the Garden of Paradise or Heaven; what she wants is nothing less than the Gardener. 

We’ve quoted this Christian parallel before: “It is no longer I, but Christ who is in me” 

(Galatians 2:20).  
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Lecture 15: 

Primal Religions 

 

We come now to the last part of our course and to the fourth and final family of religions. 

The specific focus of this module will be on the traditions of the Native Americans—

more precisely, the beliefs and practices of the Plains Indians. This is a group of 

American Indian peoples that includes such tribes as the Sioux, the Shoshone, the 

Cheyenne, and the Crow, whose traditional lands occupied the present-day states of 

North and South Dakota, Montana, and Wyoming. As with each of the other modules, 

I’ve assigned a selection from A Book of Saints; it comes in this case from the 

autobiography of a Crow Indian medicine man named Thomas Yellowtail (1903-93). In 

previous sections of the course I haven’t referred to the Saints—or not at least 

extensively—until my last lecture here in Paths of Return and the corresponding 

YouTube presentation. But in this case, in order to follow my remarks, it would be a 

good idea if you’d go ahead and begin reading that assignment right away. Starting next 

time, with Lecture 16, I’ll be talking about some doctrines and spiritual practices that 

pertain specifically to the Crow and other Plains Indians, and it would be very useful for 

you to have Yellowtail’s reflections in mind. For now, though, I want to get us started in 

a more general way with some words about the larger class or category of religions to 

which the American Indian traditions belong. 

 In discussing Islam, I pointed out that its family has been called several things: 

western, Semitic, Abrahamic, and monotheistic. A number of different labels can be used 

to describe the present family as well. The title of this lecture refers to them as the 

“primal” religions, but you’ll find scholars who use instead the terms “tribal”, “oral”, or 

“shamanistic”. They’re tribal because they’re normally found among small groups of 

indigenous or native peoples whose forms of social organization are based in large part 

on kinship and family ties. They’re oral religions because the people who practice them 

traditionally had no written language and hence no sacred texts or scriptures. (I’ll say 

more about this distinctive point below.) And they’re shamanistic religions because of 

the important role played by a spiritual authority called the shaman or “medicine man”, a 

person who is said to be able to travel outside his physical body and who is noted for his 
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paranormal powers of healing. I’ll have more to say about this enigmatic figure in my 

next lecture.  

 Of all these descriptive terms, however, the word primal is probably the best for 

our purposes because it signals one of the most important differences between all the 

religions in this family and all the other religions we’ve considered up to this point. The 

religions that we’ve considered so far have all been in the broad category of historical 

traditions. We’ve broken them down, of course, into geographical areas: South Asian, 

East Asian, and Western. But whether you’re talking about Hinduism, Buddhism, 

Confucianism, Taoism, Judaism, or Islam––or Christianity for that matter––all these 

traditions have been of the historical variety. What this means, of course, is that they 

were either founded by specific historical figures (like Siddhartha Gautama, Confucius, 

Lao Tzu, Jesus, or Muhammad) or else their beginnings were in some other way 

connected with more or less datable events (like the Exodus in the case of Judaism or the 

settling of the Indus River valley in the case of Hinduism). And so we can say, at least in 

rough terms, when all of these religions began.  

 This last family is quite different, however. Native Americans and other primal 

religious peoples practice a kind of religion that is prehistoric in character. Spatially 

speaking, the historical religions are today the dominant kinds of religion in the world, 

blanketing almost all the earth. But temporally speaking, if you measure importance in 

terms of sheer longevity, the religions we’ve examined so far are just the tip of the 

chronological iceberg. Islam goes back roughly 1400 years; Christianity, 2000 years; 

Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism, 2500 hundred years; Judaism, 4000 years (if we 

date it to the time of Abraham); and Hinduism, between 4000 and 4500 years––dating it 

to the Aryan emigration to India, as most scholars do, and leaving aside for now the 

conviction of traditional Hindus that their religion is eternal, a sanâtana dharma. By 

contrast the Plains Indians of the North American continent—to pick just one primal 

group—have been practicing their traditions, at least according to some scholars, for 

around 60,000 years, ever since their theorized migration across the ancient land bridge 

between present-day Russia and Alaska. As for primal religions in general, many 

anthropologists and paleontologists now suggest that these traditions may actually stretch 

back as far as three million years, to the time of Neanderthal man and his cousins. Now of 
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course, these numbers are highly speculative; they’re based in part on the radiometric 

dating of religious artifacts and other evidence gleaned from burial sites and ancient 

centers of worship, and this technique of dating is itself based in turn upon certain 

debatable assumptions. But if (for the sake of the argument) we assume that these 

estimates are even close to accurate, the major spiritual traditions of today’s world, the 

ones most religious people practice, turn out to be just a blip on the chronological screen. 

 Sometimes you’ll find people using yet another descriptive term and calling these 

ancient religions “archaic”, but I find this term misleading. The word “archaic” suggests 

something that’s worn out or outmoded, merely a thing of the past and no longer relevant 

for people today. But this is certainly not true of the primal religions, which have 

survived in many places right down to our time. Of course it certainly is the case—and 

it’s crucial we stress this fact—that the primal peoples of the earth have been vastly 

reduced in their numbers by the pressures of modern civilization, many of them being 

pushed to the margins, into the less “developed” and less hospitable parts of the planet. 

And yet they’re by no means extinct, and though in the minority a number of primal 

groups remain spiritually viable. It’s still possible to find at least small pockets of primal 

peoples still practicing their ancient religions in a variety of places throughout the world. 

We’ll be focusing on the native religions of North America, but there are related groups 

in Central and South America among the descendants of the Mayans, Incas, and Aztecs; 

there are primal peoples in the Polynesian Islands of the South Pacific and Australia; and 

sub-Saharan Africa remains rather extensively populated by tribal peoples. Needless to 

say, it’s precisely because of this huge geographical range that I’m obliged to symbolize 

the primal family, in my “pie” diagram, as concentric circles embracing the entire world.  

 But to return to my point: “archaic” is not the best word, and so I’ll be sticking to 

the term “primal” instead. “Primal” stresses the extreme antiquity and priority of these 

religions but without implying that they’re passé or irrelevant. Primal (from the Latin 

primus) simply means “first”, and there seems little reason to doubt that these are indeed 

among the first religions ever practiced by human beings. Most scholars agree that to 

encounter one of the primal societies and to study its religious traditions is to take a step 

back into our own most distant past and to glimpse perhaps what man’s relationship with 

God might have been like in its very earliest mode. Some people go even further and 
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suggest that what we find among primal peoples may be a dim vestige or remnant of the 

way people lived before the Fall. All of the historical traditions we’ve studied include 

some sort of teaching concerning a “Golden Age”: the Hindus (as you may remember) 

call it the Krita Yuga (see Lecture 6); the Chinese speak about the benevolent reign of a 

distant, legendary figure called the Yellow Emperor; the western religions refer to this 

original state of innocence under the label of Eden or Paradise. Of course, the historical 

religions are also unanimous in their belief that man long ago turned away from this early 

perfection and is now in a state of ignorance (Hinduism and Buddhism), or of imbalance 

(Taoism), or of rebellion (Islam). It has seemed to some writers that what we discover as 

we study the life of primal people bears a remarkable resemblance to descriptions of this 

Golden Age. But even if you find this notion too far-fetched or Romantic, it’s certainly 

true that primal cultures have a great deal to teach us about a simpler, more natural kind 

of life. For these are people whom history passed by. Not only is theirs a prehistoric 

worldview; it’s also, more importantly, an a-historical worldview—a perspective almost 

entirely unaffected by the major, epoch-making changes that have influenced the rest of 

our planet. In the case of the Australian aborigines, for example, we’re talking about a 

society that has not only never experienced the scientific and industrial revolutions or the 

“computer age”; the evidence suggests they didn’t even pass through what 

anthropologists call the Neolithic Period, which began elsewhere in the world around 

10,000 B.C. and which witnessed the beginnings of farming and the invention of 

technically advanced stone implements. This fact has led some scholars to speculate that 

aboriginal culture may be the closest of all living people to that of the earth’s first human 

beings. 

 In the remainder of this lecture, I would like to say a few things about some of the 

features or characteristics that we find in all of the primal religions, characteristics they 

have in common and that set them apart from the traditions we’ve explored so far. And 

then we’ll begin looking more closely and specifically at the Plains Indians in my next 

lecture. We’ve already seen that the primal religions stand out from the crowd by virtue 

of their great antiquity. But what else makes them distinctive? A good answer to that 

question involves four points. 
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 1. No “profane” vs. sacred. The first thing one notices is that for primal peoples 

religion is not a separate or distinct part of life, something that can be divided up or set 

off from the other parts. In the case of the historical religions, a distinction can be made 

between a person’s explicitly religious beliefs and actions, on the one hand, and those 

parts of her life that are more mundane, on the other—a distinction in other words 

between the sacred and the profane. The word “profane” is derived from two Latin 

words, pro (which means “in front of”) and fanum (which refers to a “temple”); 

something profane is therefore something existing beyond or outside the precincts of a 

temple or other religious enclosure. Even the most devout Hindu or Christian or Muslim 

is going to admit that there’s a difference between her religious practices (such as 

spending time in meditation, receiving Holy Communion, or going on pilgrimage) and 

her other occupations in life; and between certain holy places (like a temple, a church, or 

a mosque) and her place of business; and again between special religious times (let’s say 

the birthday of Krishna, Lent, or Ramadan) and other “normal” or regular times. But this 

isn’t so, or not at least so starkly so, when we turn to the primal cultures. In their case 

there’s really no such thing as a “profane” aspect of life, for there’s nothing outside or 

beyond the scope of the sacred. Religion is instead an all-pervasive force, and every 

action and every moment is experienced as a kind of sacrament. Special seasons, places, 

and practices may still be observed as having a particular quality or mode of holiness, but 

this holiness naturally spills over into all of a person’s daily affairs: hunting, eating, 

making war and making love, fashioning tools and shelter, and so on. These are not just 

the various things one does to ensure survival. They are all of them deeply religious acts. 

I hope this first feature will come through to you in A Book of Saints as the Crow 

medicine man Thomas Yellowtail describes himself and the various religious practices of 

his tribe. I suggest you take special note of the way in which his rather homey or folksy 

account of his life experiences is wedded to his descriptions of his people’s religion. 

You’ll discover that it’s all one seamless fabric for him. 

 2. Oral and “illiterate”. A second distinctive feature of a primal society is its 

almost exclusive use of oral language. Communication is strictly by word of mouth, and 

when it comes to religion this means that there are no scriptures, no sacred writings like 

the Bhagavad Gîtâ, Tao Te Ching, Qur’an, or Bible. If you decided to undertake an in-
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depth study of the teachings of the primal traditions, you would find that they almost all 

take the form of stories, stories that have been written down, not by the tribal peoples 

themselves, but by anthropologists and other western scholars. The reason for this is that 

many primal peoples, those at least who are still living in their traditional ways and 

within the context of their indigenous cultures, are often illiterate. We have to be careful 

in using this word, however, because for us “illiterate” tends to be a term of reproach, a 

term used to describe someone who doesn’t know how to read or write the language he 

speaks. But in the case of primal societies, the situation is entirely different in that there’s 

actually no written language at all—or at least there wasn’t in times past, though now in 

some cases enterprising anthropologists have developed alphabets for these ancient, oral 

tongues. Even now, however, when such alphabets are increasingly common, primal 

peoples as a rule refuse to put their most sacred doctrines into written form, preferring 

instead to pass them down by word of mouth. 

 There are a couple of reasons for this. First is the obvious fact that spoken words 

are made out of breath. In order to articulate the sound of a word, air must pass out of 

your lungs and across your vocal chords. Now for many traditional peoples—in this case 

I’m actually including those who practice one or another of the historical religions, not 

just members of the primal family—air or breath is understood to be closely associated 

with the human spirit, and by extension with the Divine Spirit. Among the western 

religions, we see etymological evidence of this in the Hebrew ruach, the Greek pneuma, 

the Latin spiritus, and the Arabic ruh, all of which have the triple meaning of “breath”, 

“wind”, and “spirit”. Quite apart from the particular term we may use, however, all of our 

speech, being woven of breath, is by its very nature the carrier or vehicle of a spiritual 

power. According to primal religious people, what we wish to communicate should not 

be divorced from the breath we say it with lest a crucial ingredient in the meaning be lost. 

 A second reason for avoiding written language is the primal belief that there is a 

real, ontological identity between a word and what it refers to. Words are not simply 

conventional sounds that arbitrarily mean certain things, which is the way we modern 

westerners, and western-educated people, tend to look at language. We assume there’s 

nothing especially “cat-like” about the word cat, for example. But for a primal person, 

words are symbolic representations of the objects they point to; they are re-presentations 
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because they really make present the things they mean. Language therefore has a kind of 

incantatory power, like a magic spell. This is why Native Americans often refuse to 

mention the name of a person after he dies, and it’s why spiritual truths and sacred 

formulas are never written down. It would by like trying to put God in a box. 

 One final point here. It’s easy to think of illiterate people as being somehow less 

intelligent, but in fact, as a result of not writing things down, primal peoples often 

develop prodigious memories for detail and are able to recite verbatim certain legends, 

myths, and tribal histories that would fill hundreds of pages of printed text. Elderly 

people in these societies often know dozens of stories by heart, each of which might last 

several hours in the telling. They’re like walking libraries. If you’ve studied the ancient 

Greek philosopher Plato, you may remember that in one of his dialogues he’s very 

critical of those who suppose that writing is an unmitigated good. The invention of 

writing, he says, produces “forgetfulness in the minds of those who learn to use it, 

because they will not practice their memory. Their trust in writing, produced by external 

characters which are no part of themselves, discourages the use of their own memory 

within them.” And then, speaking to the imagined inventor of written language, he says, 

“You have invented an elixir not of memory, but of reminding; and you offer your pupils 

the appearance of wisdom, not true wisdom” (Phaedrus, 275A). This seems to me a 

salutary observation for people like us who take excessive pride in our “book learning”! 

 3. Cyclical Time. In my opening lecture in the last module of the course, when I 

was describing the common characteristics of the western or Abrahamic religions, I 

spoke about their linear conception of time: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam are basically 

alike in their representation of history as a straight line, extending from past to present 

and then forward into the future, with no breaks or reversals. The primal peoples of the 

world see time very differently, and if you were to picture it, it would be a circle, where 

the end simply rejoins the beginning. I’ve mentioned the prehistoric and a-historic 

character of these traditions—how on the one hand they came before the beginnings of 

recorded history and how on the other hand they’ve been largely unaffected by the 

significant events of that history. I can take yet a further step and say that they’re also 

trans-historic in nature. In other words their point of view is beyond time—at least as you 

and I probably picture it and feel its flow. Theirs is a viewpoint that “surrounds” our time 
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line in much the same way as a circle surrounds its diameter. In these religions there’s 

simply no such thing as progress, development, or unprecedented change. There are 

changes, of course. Primal peoples are not oblivious to the phenomena of locomotion or 

growth or decay. But from their perspective these changes always involve an eventual 

return to their starting point, so that nothing truly “new” ever happens. 

 This way of envisioning things often results for such people in an almost total 

indifference to what we regard as a “schedule”. A good friend of mine tells the story of 

inviting several leaders of the Iroquois nation to an ecumenical religious conference in 

New York some years ago. They said they’d be happy to come as soon as they’d 

concluded one of their annual festivals. So he asked them the obvious question: When 

would their meeting be finished? Well, we can’t really say, they replied. Apparently, the 

festival always involves the retelling of an ancient myth concerning the birth of their 

people, and while the recitation (they said) usually takes around eight days or so, if any 

disagreements were to arise among the old-timers as to the exact details of the legend, 

they would have to pause until consensus was reached, and there was no telling how long 

this might take. But of course they’d come to his conference, they promised, as soon as 

they could. My friend says it took him a long time to explain to them that the other 

ecumenical participants would not necessarily still be at the meeting when the Indians 

finally arrived! This anecdote will perhaps also help you see what I meant in stressing the 

“oral” character of these traditions. From the point of view of these Native American 

leaders, there could be no question of putting their story into writing; that would be a 

violation of its sacred truth and power. And so the only way to make certain no errors 

crept in was periodically to recite the whole tale in a setting where the memories of the 

old people could serve to double-check everything for accuracy. 

 From the primal perspective all the significant changes in life take a cyclical or 

circular form. Great attention is paid, for example, to the cycles of the seasons and the 

way time always returns to the place it began: spring is followed by summer, summer by 

fall, fall by winter, and winter once again by spring. The same thing holds with regard to 

the cycle of the days: dawn leads to day, day to dusk, dusk to night, and night to another 

dawn. Or again we see the same pattern in the cycle of living things, where birth is 

followed by youth, youth by adulthood, adulthood by old age, and old age by another 
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new birth. The primal belief is that in each of these cycles, whether of the seasonal or 

diurnal or “life-cycle” variety, all of time is summed up and recapitulated, so that spring, 

dawn, and birth are each experienced as a return to the very beginning of the world. 

Moreover—and this is very important—these patterns of cyclical repetition are always 

understood by the primal mind to be closely linked to the sacred presence and power of 

the Divine. This is why their spiritual teachings often take the form of stories about 

certain gods, ancestors, or sacred animals whose very actions are experienced in the 

cycles themselves. As a point of reference that might be more familiar to you, one also 

gets at least a taste of this cyclical perspective in some of the ancient myths of Greece 

and Rome, as for example in the story of Ceres (Demeter), Persephone, and Hades. I’ll 

tell you this story in my YouTube lecture. 

 4. Sacred Place. I’ve just explained that the primal point of view tends to be 

indifferent to time––or at least time as modern western people understand it––and hence 

to anything resembling linear progress or development or “news”. As a counterpart to this 

disinterest, however, primal religions are typically very interested in space or place. 

Actually the second word, “place”, is probably a little more accurate. When people speak 

about space, they’re often referring to something fairly abstract, to the three-dimensional 

vacuum in which material things are supposed to exist, if not to “outer space”. Place on 

the other hand is more concrete. When I talk about a place, I mean something quite 

particular: this or that place and not just anywhere. In the primal perspective, the specific, 

concrete places or locations of one’s natural environment are often seen as having a 

special spiritual significance. This valley, that spring, this tree, or that rock formation are 

each understood by the primal man or woman to contain and transmit a special holy 

power or force, which the Plains Indians refer to as wakan. I’ll discuss this idea much 

more fully in the next lecture. For now it’s enough simply to say that for primal peoples 

every place, and indeed every thing, in nature is sacred. This is not only the case for 

particular objects, like certain trees or pools of water, or for specific plants and animals. 

It’s a way of looking at the world that embraces the very forces of nature as well, like the 

force of the wind or the heat of the sun. The six directions of the compass are also felt to 

be imbued with special spiritual qualities: North, South, East, West, Up (the Zenith), and 

Down (the Nadir) are all uniquely important, and each is responsible for transmitting a 
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particular power of the Divine. You’ll be hearing more about the spirituality of spatial 

directions when I tell you about the Plains Indian practice of praying with a pipe. 

 You could put it this way: for the primal religions Nature herself is a house of 

worship, like a Christian cathedral or Hindu temple or Muslim mosque. As Thomas 

Yellowtail says, “The Indians do not need a church to capture the presence of God, 

because He is all around us in Nature” (A Book of Saints, p. 131). Furthermore, within 

this natural shrine, all the creatures of the world are felt to be sacraments, containing and 

conveying what Christians mean when they talk about the “Real Presence” of God in the 

Eucharist or Holy Communion. The Christian theologian defines a sacrament, like 

Baptism or Communion, as a “visible sign of an invisible grace”, and this is precisely 

how primal man looks at all the animals and plants and other creatures of Nature. They’re 

manifestations of a mysteriously hidden and beneficent Power. Christ said, “Except a 

man eat of My flesh and drink of My blood, My life is not in him” (John 6:53), and 

Christians therefore believe that the bread and wine of Communion in some way 

communicate the living presence of the Son of God. The same sort of thing is going on in 

the primal perspective, except that in this case it’s not just bread and wine but clouds and 

waterfalls and beavers’ dams and eagles in flight that are experienced sacramentally—all 

of them regarded as God’s sacred “body and blood”.   

When I discussed the various “Conceptions of the Divine” in the world’s 

religions––in Lecture 4––I anticipated this moment by saying that the primal perspective 

tends toward animism, toward the idea that God is present in everything. Native 

Americans, you might say, are the inverse of the Taoists. Taoism, as I suggested some 

time ago, is a form of panentheism, where everything––the whole universe––exists inside 

the Divine, inside the Tao. In contrast to this, Plains Indian people are acutely sensitive to 

the existence of the Divine inside of everything else. One sees evidence of their 

theology––this close attunement to the presence of God in the natural environment––in 

the way the Indians pray. In my YouTube lecture, I’ll tell you about a lengthy prayer I 

once heard Thomas Yellowtail deliver that beautifully illustrates this “sacramental” 

emphasis.  
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Lecture 16: 

Participation, Shamans, Vision Quest 

 

Last time we began a discussion of our concluding family of religions, those of the 

“primal” variety, which are the oldest by far of all the world’s traditions. I explained that 

the religions in this final group are prehistoric in character, dating back many thousands, 

perhaps even millions, of years.  Most of my lecture was spent describing several 

common features these traditions all share. Four such characteristics were discussed: the 

absence of any sharp distinction between the sacred and the profane; their exclusively 

oral character; their cyclical view of time; and their fascination with sacred place, 

together with the idea that Nature is a “house of worship” and that all Her creatures are 

sacraments. 

 I would like to begin my remarks in this lecture by adding a fifth and final item to 

this list of common primal qualities. It’s an idea that in a sense combines or synthesizes 

all the other characteristics: participation. “Participation” is meant to describe the 

relationship primal peoples have with their natural environment. The term was first used 

in this sense by an early twentieth-century French anthropologist—Lucien Lévy-Bruhl—

in an influential book, How Natives Think (1910), and it has since acquired something of 

a technical sense in reference to the modality of consciousness shared by tribal peoples 

around the world. 

In ordinary conversation, we use the verb “participate” to describe what an 

individual does when he joins in the activities of a larger group. (I’ve also used it, of 

course, in describing increasingly intense levels of religious involvement.) I can 

participate in a conversation, a basketball game, or a banquet. When it comes to the 

primal religions, however, this idea of joining is much more intense and profound. When 

we think about joining in the activities of the various sorts of groups I’ve mentioned, we 

assume that the individual, even as a member of the group, retains his own separate 

identity. The members of a basketball team, for example, can all go home after practice to 

their personal lives. In the case of the Native Americans and other primal people, 

however, what the idea of participation means is that the individual’s very identity is in 

some way defined by his link with his community and the surrounding environment. In 
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fact it would be more accurate to say that from the primal point of view there are no 

“individuals”, at least in our modern sense of the word. In fact there’s no such thing in 

their view as any completely separate entity, whether human or otherwise. Rather all 

things are invisibly woven together into a single web, invisibly and organically linked 

with each other through their common participation in a sort of spiritual “energy field”. 

 If you think back to our discussions of the religions of China, especially 

Confucianism, you’ll recall that they too were far less interested than Westerners in 

individual identity and were more concerned about the community, the social group. But 

the Confucian and the American Indian are nonetheless still very different from each 

other, and the difference is basically this: with Confucianism it’s more the value or worth 

of the individual that depends on her social role; but with the Indians and other primal 

peoples it’s the very existence of the individual that depends on the network of relations 

around her. There’s simply no such thing as a separate self—ethically, spiritually, or even 

physically.  

 I don’t know whether you’ve ever asked yourself this question, but where exactly 

would you say that you are? I’m not asking about the present position of your body as 

you sit there reading this lecture, but about your you––your very self. Where is it? In my 

experience most modern Westerners will answer that question by saying that they feel 

themselves to be present somewhere in their heads: somewhere behind their eyes and 

between their ears. In fact this seems to most of us so self-evident that you might object 

to the idea that any other sensation of “you-ness” is possible. And yet there’s every 

reason to think that if you’d asked this question of the ancient Greeks, for example, most 

of them would have answered by saying that their true self was located closer to their 

hearts than their heads—though here too, as with us, a man’s sense of himself was still 

attached in some way to his physical body. In total contrast, however—in contrast, that is, 

to both of these Western views, whether ancient or modern—people from primal cultures 

seem to experience themselves as bound up with the world as a whole. From the primal 

point of view people aren’t separated from the world by their skin; the boundaries of the 

self are more permeable or flexible than they seem to most of us. Where we feel cut off 

from our environment as outward observers, they feel at one with that world as inward 

participants.  
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 The idea of participation, however, extends even further. Not only does it refer to 

an “interpenetration” between the self and the world; it’s also related to the fact that in 

the primal worldview all the objects of nature—the animals, plants, rocks, streams, and 

so forth—are felt to be linked with each other as well to an invisible and immaterial 

world containing their “archetypes” or spiritual correlates. In this sense participation 

refers to two sorts of connections: one horizontal and one vertical. Horizontally, it means 

there is a kind of sympathy or symbiosis between all the creatures of Nature. What affects 

any one of them in turn affects them all, and though they may seem to us modern 

Westerners to be separate entities, there are actually hidden spiritual links between the 

animals and the plants and the natural forces. Vertically speaking, on the other hand, 

participation means that there’s also a link, once again hidden to the empirical senses, 

between the physical or bodily forms of the various creatures and certain higher forces 

and invisible powers. For every given eagle or mountain lion, let’s say, there’s a 

corresponding presence or pattern, which we may call the spirit of the eagle or the spirit 

of the lion, and which exists beyond time and space in a completely different dimension, 

a dimension that is superior to the physical or terrestrial world but that is also created by 

God or the “Great Spirit” and therefore below His own supreme level of being. This “in-

between” level is the domain of what Yellowtail refers to as the “little people” and 

“medicine fathers” (see A Book of Saints, pp. 121, 126). 

 This way of looking at Reality results in a very different scheme of classification 

from ours. Most of us would distinguish (for instance) between minerals, plants, animals, 

and planets, and we’d group them with respect to their structural and functional 

similarities. But for a primal people like the Plains Indians, what are emphasized instead 

are certain symbolic similarities or correspondences. For example, we would probably put 

gold and silver in one category (the mineral), a daisy and a lily in a second category (the 

plant), a lion and a lamb in a third category (the animal), and the sun and the moon in a 

fourth category (celestial bodies or planets). But a typical primal categorization might 

well cut across our divisions: the gold, the daisy, the lion, and the sun would be seen as 

having much the same symbolic significance, each of them being a sort of visible 

condensation or expression of the same “solar” archetype or spiritual quality. On the 

other hand, the silver, the lily, the lamb, and the moon would be placed in a different 



 163 

group, each of them being the expression of a “lunar” archetype—of a spiritual quality 

that is relatively passive or responsive compared to what members of the solar category 

embody. (To point out a parallel: Taoists would say that objects in the solar group are 

yang, while those in the lunar may be regarded as yin.) 

 This way of understanding the world is closely related to such traditional western 

sciences as alchemy and to the more holistic understandings of health and the human 

body one finds in “alternative” forms of contemporary medicine like acupuncture and 

homeopathy. Like the alchemist or homeopath, the primal religious person looks upon the 

world and the body as symbols. She senses that the objects of nature are at once symbolic 

of each other and symbolic of higher planes of reality. The moon, a lamb, a lily, and a 

piece of silver are all tuned, as it were, to the same spiritual “frequency”, and it’s 

therefore assumed that in handling any one of them sympathetic vibrations or resonances 

can be established with other objects in the same class, and through them with the higher 

world of the spirits. This is the basis for what the American Indians call their “medicine”.  

As you should have picked up from the selection in A Book of Saints, “medicine” 

for the Indians is not what we mean by the word. It doesn’t refer to Tylenol, or cough 

syrup, or other things you can buy in a pharmacy! It points instead to certain natural 

phenomena whose vertical links with the archetypal world are particularly strong—

objects that can therefore be deliberately used for quasi-magical purposes. An eagle’s 

feather, a bear’s tooth, a bed of hot coals, a buffalo’s head, the smoke of burning sage, an 

otter’s skin, a bit of colored rock, or a clear pool of water: for the Plains Indians these are 

not merely material objects but channels or conduits for the entry of spiritual forces into 

the physical plane of Reality. Such things, they say, are all wakan. I used this term last 

time, but I didn’t really define it. Unfortunately, no English word quite does it justice. 

The term is sometimes translated as “holy” or “mysterious”, but perhaps the best way to 

explain it is to say that wakan means “spiritually charged”. If I attach an electric current 

to a metal object and then you touch the object, you’ll get a shock. Something that’s 

wakan is “attached” as it were, in a parallel way, to a spiritual current that flows from the 

archetypal dimension of Reality. If you make contact with this object in the proper way, 

you’ll feel the “charge” of that higher level of being, and you’ll in turn be brought into a 

relationship, through the object’s “spiritual” counterpart, with the ultimate Source of the 
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current, which is God or the Great Spirit—a being whom the Lakota Sioux call Wakan 

Tanka (that is, the “Big Mystery”) and whom the Crow (like Yellowtail) call Acbadadea. 

In any case, all these ideas are connected with the fundamental concept of participation—

with the primal perception of people, animals, plants, and natural forces as threads in a 

single cosmic fabric or web. 

 This brings me to say a few words about the role of the shaman or medicine man 

in primal societies. I mentioned this important figure in my last lecture, and I gave you 

just a quick description by saying that the shaman is a person who is able to travel 

outside his physical body and return with the gift of paranormal healing. Given all that 

I’ve been saying today, I can now go further and tell you that the shaman is a 

“practitioner of participation”. Like every other religion we’ve studied, the primal 

traditions combine doctrine with method or theory with practice. Participation, the idea 

that all things are invisibly linked with each other, is in a sense their “doctrine”—that is, 

the essence of primal “theory”—whereas shamanism refers to the corresponding practice 

or method. The word “shamanism” can actually be used in a couple of ways, one broader 

and one more narrow. From one point of view every primal person is a sort of shaman, 

because for all such people (as I’ve explained) the sense of selfhood is not confined to the 

body, or not at least as strongly as it is in our case: they feel themselves to be at one with 

the world around them and in tune through that world with its archetypes. In its more 

precise sense, however, a shaman—the “medicine man” or “medicine woman” of a given 

tribe—is a “specialist”, if you will, in participatory practice, for this is a person who is 

able to make conscious, deliberate, and repeated use of his or her people’s attunement 

and oneness and who for this reason is able at will to become a sort of supercharged 

channel of energy. 

 To use a technical term, shamans are masters of ecstasy. We sometimes employ 

the word “ecstasy” simply to describe a feeling of great happiness—“I’m ecstatic!” you 

say, if you’re thrilled with something—but here I’m using it in its etymological sense to 

refer to the experience of “standing” (stasis) “outside” (hence the prefix ec- [= ex-]) one’s 

body. You may have heard people talk about “out of the body experiences”, and perhaps 

you’ve come across the related idea of “astral projection”. But however you label it, the 

point is that the shaman is someone who is able to transcend the physical limits of her 
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body. Once out of the body, she then sort of “swims” (if you will) along the channels of 

energy that link things together and that connect them with their archetypal dimensions. 

And then, having made contact with these higher levels of being, she returns into her 

body with the power to help other people—powers of healing, telepathy, and 

clairvoyance. As you should have gleaned from your reading, the shaman is also 

someone who serves as a spiritual guide for other people and who assists them in 

acquiring shamanistic powers themselves. 

 I’m not sure what most of you will make of this idea of ecstasy or astral travel. 

It’s certainly not uncommon to hear about “ecstatic” experiences even in our modern 

Western culture, especially from those who’ve been through some sort of painful or 

frightening ordeal. People who’ve undergone life-saving surgical procedures or who’ve 

come close to dying in an automobile accident, for example, sometimes describe having 

seen themselves “from outside”, lying on the operating table or crawling out of their 

damaged car. In the “for what it’s worth” department, I’ll tell you in my YouTube lecture 

about an experience of my own, one that certainly left me personally believing that our 

consciousness is not confined to the body. It goes without saying, of course, that an 

isolated experience of the kind you may read about in a checkout stand magazine or hear 

about on a television show is not at all on the same level as shamanism! The vast 

majority of the people who report such phenomena in these contexts didn’t plan on 

having the experience—I certainly didn’t plan on mine—nor were they in control when it 

happened. In the primal traditions, however, the shaman is very much in control of his 

“travel” and is able to exit his body at will, moving where and when he wishes. There’s 

also this further important difference: the shaman’s experience is not an end in itself—he 

doesn’t do what he does just for the “fun” of doing something weird nor in order to 

achieve some selfish benefit—but a means to the end of helping other people around him. 

 I want to turn now from these rather general points to a discussion of some 

specific American Indian practices. As you’ve learned from the selection in A Book of 

Saints, Plains Indian tribes such as the Crow traditionally practice four basic rites: the 

Vision Quest, the Sweat Bath, the Sacred Pipe, and the Sun Dance (p. 122). The assigned 

reading includes a chapter from Yellowtail’s autobiography in which he describes the 

Vision Quest in some detail (pp. 117ff), and in the remainder of this lecture I’d like to 
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focus on this particular sacred rite. As you’ve discovered, there’s also a chapter in Saints 

in which he describes preparations for the Sun Dance (pp. 123ff). I’ll talk about this and 

the other two practices next time.  

 To go in “quest” of a “vision”, as Native Americans understand that phrase, is to 

seek what a Christian might call a “personal word” from God. The Vision Quest is not an 

obligatory practice for the Indians, but as Yellowtail explains it’s something that in 

former times the vast majority of men and many women would have engaged in at least 

once in their lives, usually in their early adulthood. Yellowtail mentions that there are 

many different reasons for undertaking the Quest, varying from person to person, but 

more often than not the main aim is the wish to gain “medicine”. In other words the 

Indian seeks to be granted possession of a sacred object that might serve him thenceforth 

as an amulet, a talisman against evil, and as a source of continuing spiritual energy. The 

Vision Quest is based on the idea, which I’ve now explained at some length, that all of 

Nature’s creatures are symbols and revelations of a higher Reality. An otter or an eagle or 

a buffalo are not just biological organisms, but the material forms of certain spiritual 

meanings—facets, you might say, of the Gem of Divinity, or Rays of that Sun which is 

the “Great Spirit”.  

When the Indian goes off into Nature on his Quest, he could therefore be 

described as embarking on the study of his “scriptures” or as reading his “Bible”. I’ve 

said that all the creatures of Nature are sacraments, but I could change the metaphor and 

say that they’re also verses in the great Spiritual Text of the Indian’s natural environment. 

And so just as a Hindu, Buddhist, Jew, Christian, or Muslim might open up his sacred 

scriptures, searching for a passage that will speak to him personally in an especially 

profound manner, so the Native American goes out into Nature. To be even more precise 

with the analogy, the Indian’s practice is exactly like the Christian practice of Biblical 

sortilege (French) or sortilegium (Latin). These words literally mean “chance reading”, 

and they refer to the practice of opening the Bible at random, pointing to a verse with 

your eyes closed—and hence without attempting to influence the results by your own 

conscious choice—and then applying the meaning of the verse to some problem or 

question you’re faced with. The difference is that in the case of the Vision Quest the 

“Holy Book” is Nature, the “chapters” are (as the Indians say) the “four-leggeds”, the 



 167 

“wingeds”, and other “peoples” of the world, and the “verses” are specific creatures. But 

the fundamental purpose is much the same: to receive an inspirational message from God, 

the Great Spirit.  

 As you’ll have gathered from your reading, there are four basic stages to the 

Vision Quest. First, an Indian must consult with his tribe’s shaman or medicine man. The 

quest itself is a solitary affair, but at the same time there is nothing individualistic about 

it. No traditional Native American would dream of undertaking so sacred a practice 

without first receiving the permission and blessing of a spiritual master. Just as a Hindu 

looks to his guru, a Sufi to his shaykh, a Zen Buddhist to his roshi, and a Christian to his 

geronda or starets, so the Plains Indian submits to the authority of his shaman. Second, 

the person undergoes a period of purification in strict accordance with the shaman’s 

directions and as a preparation for the journey itself, a preparation that normally includes 

a sweat bath. (I’ll say more about what this rite entails in my next lecture.) If you’re 

looking for analogies here, you could compare this second stage of the Quest to a 

Muslim’s ablutions, or ritual cleansings, before saying the salat or to a Christian’s 

confession to a priest before receiving Holy Communion. Third, the Indian sets off on the 

Quest itself. He will normally go to a remote spot in the wilderness, again in obedience to 

the shaman’s instructions—perhaps to a mountain peak or other solitary place. Once 

there he begins a very severe and stringent ascetic ordeal. The Quest traditionally lasted 

three or four days. During this period, the person would observe a complete fast, neither 

eating nor drinking, and the time would often be spent without clothes, stripped naked 

and exposed to the elements: fierce sunshine, cold nights, storms, and so forth. 

Sometimes, as Yellowtail mentions (A Book of Saints, p. 119), the ordeal would also 

include a flesh sacrifice: slicing off the tip of a finger or cutting a patch of skin from an 

arm or leg.  

 As the Indians understand the process, the severity and rigor of the ordeal, 

coupled with their fervent prayers to Wakan Tanka or Acbadadea, help to foster a 

visionary state of consciousness—a state of “wakeful-dreaming”, as it were––in which 

the mind is refocused and redirected onto the archetypal plane, allowing the seeker to 

become aware of the inner meanings of things. In this state, it is said, men and women 

become able to understand the language of Nature; they can communicate not just with 
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animals but even with plants and minerals and cloud formations, and it’s the hope of the 

seeker that one of these creatures will bring him the Divine message or revelation he’s 

looking for. If and when this happens—if a bird comes flying by and drops a feather 

(let’s say) or if a squirrel brings him a nut—that creature becomes forever afterward the 

Indian’s special helper, and he thinks of its spirit as a kind of “guardian angel” (to use a 

Christian equivalent).  

Finally, the fourth stage of the Quest is a return to the tribal community. Another 

sweat bath is taken, and the seeker has a second audience with his shaman in which the 

details of the experience are recounted for the shaman’s interpretation. If there’s been 

some kind of revelatory contact with one of the creatures of Nature and a token has been 

brought home—for example, the feather or nut I just mentioned—the Indian will be 

instructed on how to prepare a special “medicine bundle” for its safekeeping (A Book of 

Saints, pp. 121-22); this is a small pouch made from the skin of an animal, and often 

beautifully decorated, in which a Native American places all the objects that are of 

special significance to him and which can be opened only at certain times and seen only 

by certain people. In any case, the point here—to repeat—is that the rite is not simply an 

individual affair; it depends instead for its effectiveness on the insight of a spiritual 

master (see p. 122). 

 Now all of this, I realize, is going to seem to many of you very strange indeed. 

And not the least strange will be the aspect of suffering and ordeal. I know that people 

often come away from descriptions like this thinking that traditional Native Americans 

must be masochists. You have to understand, however, that from the Indians’ own point 

of view it is we who are strange—we who are so insistent on comfort that we can’t get 

along without air conditioning and take a few pills in anticipation of headaches! In the 

primal perspective, by contrast, heroism in the midst of great suffering is one of the 

greatest of virtues. For them such things as warfare and even physical torture are crucial 

tests of one’s spiritual strength, and they would tell us that our world, a world of cell 

phones and iPads and GPS navigation and creature comforts of every kind, has turned us 

all into wimps, sub-human beings altogether lacking in dignity and nobility.  

 And then of course, too, there’s the whole question of visions. One of the most 

common skeptical responses to the Vision Quest is that it’s all just a matter of self-
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hypnosis and that by putting their bodies through so much stress the Native Americans 

are simply engendering certain “psychosomatic” effects. The problem with this sort of 

criticism, however, is that all of our mental experiences must inevitably reflect in some 

way or on some level the corresponding state of our bodies. You might as well complain 

that a good night’s sleep and a nutritious diet make a person a clearer thinker. They do, of 

course, but this in no way compromises the possible truth of what such a thinker may tell 

us. Quite the contrary, we expect people to require sleep and nutrition in order to reach 

correct conclusions with their minds. Who can say how much more we might know if our 

bodies were more physically disciplined and accustomed to withstanding extreme 

conditions?  

 Then of course—the skeptic or cynic has yet another objection—there’s this 

rather odd-sounding idea that a visionary or “dream” experience can serve as the basis for 

“Divine revelation”. Aren’t dreams just “imaginings” and “fictions”? Doubtless most of 

them are, and yet Christians and Jews, if no one else, should have no objection—or not at 

least as a matter of principle—to this aspect of primal tradition, for there are numerous 

examples of such visionary experiences in the Bible. There’s the Old Testament story of 

Joseph, the son of Jacob, sold by his brothers into slavery in Egypt, who wins respect by 

correctly interpreting the dreams of the Pharaoh (Genesis, chapters 40 and 41). 

Meanwhile in the New Testament a different Joseph, the husband of the Virgin Mary, is 

told by God in a dream that her child will be God’s Son and should be named Jesus 

(Matthew 1:20-21); and in the book of Acts, Saint Peter falls into what we’re told is a 

“trance”, during which he’s shown through certain symbols that the Gospel is for gentiles 

and not only Jews (Acts 10:10-16). Another even more precise parallel can be found in 

the words of Saint Paul, who refers to certain “visions and revelations of the Lord”; he 

tells of a man––scholars say it was almost certainly Paul himself––who was “caught up 

into paradise” and who “heard unspeakable words”, whether (says Paul) “in the body” or 

“out of the body, I cannot tell” (2 Corinthians 12:1-4). And finally there’s the whole last 

book of the New Testament, the book of Revelation, which is Saint John’s account of his 

own visionary experience of Heaven. Clearly there’s nothing about the basic idea or the 

essential aim of the Vision Quest that those who follow Christ need object to. 
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 Let’s just say then—for the sake of the argument—that you’re willing to grant the 

claim that physical suffering and ordeals may actually have a positive purpose. And let’s 

also suppose you’re prepared to admit the possibility of there being authentic revelations 

in dream and visions. Where you’ll probably still draw the line and refuse to go further, 

however, is with the Indians’ claims about “spirit helpers” or “guardians”. Many of you 

reading these words are undoubtedly thinking that this business about keeping a feather 

or nut or some other natural object as a link to God through an animal is more than just a 

little crazy!   

If so, you may be interested to hear what I’ll tell you in my YouTube lecture 

about Thomas Yellowtail and his goose.  
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Lecture 17: 

Sweat Bath, Sacred Pipe, Sun Dance 

 

I come now to my third and last lecture on the primal religions, where our focus has been 

the traditions of the Native Americans, specifically those of the Plains Indians. Our last 

session began with a discussion of the primal idea of “participation”, a word that refers to 

the invisible bonds or connections between things. I explained that there are at least three 

different sorts of connections: first, participation has to do with the relationship between 

man and his natural environment and with the fact that the primal sense of personal 

identity is not confined to the body; second, it concerns what I called the “horizontal” 

links between the various creatures in Nature, the way in which they exist in a symbiosis 

or sympathy with each other; and third, it refers “vertically” to the invisible connection 

between the physical forms of those creatures and their spiritual counterparts on the 

“archetypal” plane of Reality. I then spoke for a few minutes about the shaman and 

shamanism. Shamanism was defined as the “practice of participation” and the shaman as 

a master of ecstasy, one who can deliberately leave his body in order to acquire spiritual 

powers like the gift of healing. Finally, I talked for a few minutes about the Native 

American sacred rite called the Vision Quest, which I compared to a Christian’s sortilege 

or “chance reading” of scripture, and I took you through the four stages of the Quest: 

permission and blessing, purification, ascetic ordeal, and return and interpretation. 

 As promised last time I want to continue now with a discussion of the other three 

rites mentioned by Yellowtail in A Book of Saints: namely, the Sweat Bath, praying with 

the Sacred Pipe, and the Sun Dance. 

 First, the Sweat Bath. We’ve heard about this already in conjunction with the 

Vision Quest. As Yellowtail explained, it’s customary for Indians to perform the Sweat 

Bath both in preparation for, and upon returning from, their solitary retreats, but it’s used 

on other occasions as well. The Bath is primarily a rite of purification or purgation, and 

it’s remarkably similar in its basic symbolism to the Christian sacrament of Baptism. As 

many of you undoubtedly know, it’s a fundamental requirement of the Christian tradition 

that that those who wish to become members of the Church must first be baptized. This is 

done in obedience to what Christians call “the great commission”, in which Christ 
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Himself commands: “Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of 

the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 28:19). In its most ancient 

and traditional form, this involves a full immersion in “living” water, that is, in a stream 

of running water or perhaps in a lake. (Baptismal “fonts” and “sprinkling” came later 

historically.) The symbolism of the rite is two-fold: Christians believe on the one hand 

that the consecrated water of Baptism—for Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, and others, this 

means water that has been specially blessed by a priest—has the power to protect a 

person from the effects of “original sin”; even as his body is washed on the outside, so is 

his soul being spiritually purified inwardly. We encountered a similar practice with the 

Muslims’ “ablutions” before their five daily prayers. On the other hand the water is also 

symbolic for Christians of a grave or a tomb: according to Saint Paul, baptism is to be 

seen as a participation in the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ (see Romans 6:3-5). 

In the early Church baptisms were normally conducted early on Easter morning, the day 

the Church celebrates Christ’s resurrection from the dead. Those to be baptized would 

remove all their clothes, their nakedness representing a return to the simplicity and 

innocence of their infancy. Facing the West, which is the direction of sunset and hence of 

darkness, they would spit and renounce Satan and their former sins. (As you may recall, 

I’ve compared this to the Muslim rite of “stoning Satan” during the Hajj.) Then turning to 

the East, which is the direction of sunrise and hence of light, they would accept the 

Lordship of Christ and promise to fulfill the sacred duties of the faith. After that would 

come the baptism itself, which involved three complete immersions in water, with a 

priest pronouncing the formula, “I baptize you in the Name of the Father [first 

immersion] and of the Son [second immersion], and of the Holy Spirit [third 

immersion].” There’s reason to think, by the way, that the ancient practice involved 

holding the person under the water long enough that when he came up the final time he 

would have to gasp for breath (remember here the identity of “breath” and “spirit” 

[Lecture 15]). All this was timed, I should add, so that the rite was concluding just as the 

sun began to rise above the horizon. 

 I go into all this in such detail because I’ve found that many Christians are 

themselves unaware of these ancient practices, most of which are retained to this day in 

the Eastern Orthodox Church. It’s only when you are aware of them, however, that you 
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can begin to appreciate some of the resemblances between baptism and its Native 

American parallel. The Sweat Bath is performed in a small hemispherical structure, 

which (like the water of baptism) is symbolically associated with a grave or tomb. 

You’ve read about how the Sun Dance Lodge is constructed (A Book of Saints, pp. 127-

28), and the Sweat Lodge is similar. Here too the foundation is circular—though 

considerably smaller. The lodge is constructed by positioning several young saplings 

along the circumference of a circle, and then bending them toward each other, tying them 

together, and covering them with animal skins. (I’ll show you a picture of this in my 

YouTube lecture.) In entering the lodge, the Indian is understood to be leaving behind his 

former life in the world and descending into the darkness of death in anticipation of 

rebirth. The door of the lodge always faces the East, so that as he goes in the Indian 

moves toward the West and in exiting returns again to the East, passing like the Christian 

from darkness to light. Another similarity to the baptismal practice of the early Church is 

that the Indians are naked as they take part in this rite (as they often are also during the 

Vision Quest), and the symbolic meaning is again much the same as in Christianity: 

innocence, simplicity, infancy. Nudity reminds the Indian, according to Yellowtail, of 

“the holiness of our creation and our humility before our Maker”.  

 As for the actual performance of the rite, what happens is this. In the middle of 

the lodge a small hole has been dug in the ground, in which a fire is kindled, and a 

number of rocks are placed in the fire. When the participants first enter the lodge, these 

rocks have already been heated, and ladles of water are then poured on the stones, 

creating steam like a sauna. Hence the term “sweat bath”. Yellowtail explains elsewhere 

in the book (in a section you’ve not read) that the number of times the rocks are doused 

has a symbolic significance, as does everything in the Indians’ postures and movements 

and the particular prayers they recite. The essential idea is that like the waters of baptism 

the steam of the bath has the power to purify, not only physically and externally through 

the pores of one’s skin, but also internally and spiritually. Just as with baptism, the rite of 

the Sweat Bath presupposes a psychosomatic unity within the human being such that 

bodily experiences have repercussions on the state of one’s soul. There is this difference, 

however: whereas Christians are baptized only once in their lives, the Indian can make 

use of the Sweat Bath repeatedly throughout her life, and in this sense the Bath might 
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also be compared to the sacrament of Confession and Absolution, in which the Catholic 

or Orthodox Christian repeatedly takes stock of his moral faults and re-enters into a right 

relation with God. 

 Another sacred rite discussed by Yellowtail involves praying with a Sacred Pipe. 

Unlike the Vision Quest, the Sweat Bath, and (as I’ll mention shortly) the Sun Dance, it’s 

difficult to find even a partial analogy between this rite and the practices of other 

religions, for the idea of linking one’s prayers to the smoking of a Pipe is virtually unique 

(as far as I know) to the American Indians. According to Yellowtail the Crow nation—his 

own people—lost track of the exact origin of the Pipe in their own tribal history. But the 

Lakota Sioux remember, and they tell a story about a beautiful celestial maiden named 

Pte San Win, the “White Buffalo Woman”, who brought their people the first Pipe as a 

gift many distant ages ago, well before the dawn of what we think of as recorded history. 

According to the tale, there was a terrible famine, and two Sioux scouts had been sent out 

in one last desperate search for buffalo, when there appeared out of nowhere a dazzlingly 

beautiful girl, clothed only (as the story says) in her hair. One of the scouts had lustful 

thoughts about her, but when he reached out to grab her, he was immediately engulfed in 

a thick cloud, and when the cloud blew away, all that was left of him was a worm-

covered skeleton. The other man, a very noble warrior, respected the girl’s dignity and 

obeyed her command, which was to return to his campground and prepare his people for 

her arrival. When she arrived in the village she brought the people their first Pipe, 

explaining its symbolic significance, telling them how and when to use it, and promising 

that it would bring the tribe great blessings. As she bade them farewell, walking away 

from their village, the story says that she suddenly turned into an albino buffalo calf, 

which galloped a few more paces and then vanished into thin air, whereupon a 

tremendous herd of buffalo appeared around the camp to feed the hungry people.  

The Pipe itself is highly symbolic. Besides the symbolism of the materials used in 

its construction—the wood of the stem represents the plant kingdom; the stone of the 

bowl, the minerals; and the feathers with which it is often adorned, the animals—there’s 

also the celestial resonance of the smoke itself, what the Plains Indians call the “visible 

breath” of the Pipe. Here there might be at least a partial parallel in the Christian 

tradition: like the incense in a Roman Catholic or Anglican High Mass or an Eastern 
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Orthodox Liturgy, the smoke from the Pipe is said to represent the rising of man’s 

prayers to Heaven. (In an Orthodox Vespers service, the use of incense is accompanied 

by the words of Psalm 141:2—“Let my prayer be set forth before Thee as incense, and 

the lifting up of my hands as the evening sacrifice; hear me, O Lord.”) Once again we’re 

brought back to the idea, which I mentioned last time in conjunction with the oral 

emphasis of primal religions, that the breath is a sacred force. Drawing on the Pipe, the 

Indian then exhales, and the smoke becomes for him a visible sign of the invisible return 

of his life force or spirit to the Great Spirit. A second feature of this practice involves the 

spiritual importance of the directions of space, which I talked about briefly a couple of 

lectures ago when discussing the primal importance of “sacred place”. As he smokes the 

Pipe and says his prayers, the Indian shows his respect for the Divine presence in the 

world around him by honoring the Six Directions. First he raises the Pipe upward toward 

the Great Spirit at the zenith; then he points it downward in the direction of Mother Earth 

at the nadir; and then he turns in a clockwise direction, pausing briefly as he faces each of 

the four points of the compass: first East, then South, then West, and finally North, 

passing symbolically through each of the four seasons in sequence, since—from the point 

of view of Indian peoples in North America—East “is” spring, South “is” summer, West 

“is” autumn, and North “is” winter. 

A final point to be made here has to do with the words of the prayers. As she 

engages in these various movements and smokes the Pipe, the Indian is at the same time 

addressing herself to God, and her prayer consists not only of personal petitions, which 

naturally vary from one individual to another, but also of certain sacred words and 

formulas determined by her tradition—even as the words used in the salat are determined 

for the Muslim by the Qur’an and the Prophet’s sunnah, and as the words of the Lord’s 

Prayer are determined for the Christian by Christ. One such formula that is common 

among the Sioux is Wakan Tanka, unshimalaye oyate wani wachin cha: “O Great Spirit, 

be merciful to me that my people may live.” Note the importance of the idea of 

participation in this prayer, that is, the way in which the supplicant’s personal well being 

is understood to be linked to that of his society. There’s a striking parallel here to an 

ancient invocation known in the Christian East as the “Jesus Prayer”, an invocation based 

on the Gospel prayer of the publican (Luke 18:13) and consisting of the words: “Lord 
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Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy upon me.” In this case too Divine mercy is 

understood as an “uncreated energy” (as Orthodox Christians call it), an energy which 

descends from God upon the person who’s praying and which then flows through that 

person outward toward all others within his spiritual community, and finally throughout 

the world. 

 Finally, the last of the Plains Indian rites, and perhaps the most famous, is the Sun 

Dance. This is an annual summer event, and it’s at once the most demanding and the 

most important of all these Native American practices. If you’re looking for a comparison 

here, you’d probably have to say that the Sun Dance corresponds, at least in some ways, 

to the Christian sacrament of Holy Communion, for it represents for the Indian the most 

sacred and intimate thing he can do to become related to God. The Christian and the 

Plains Indian both believe that God is present everywhere, but the Christian believes He 

is present with a special force and reality in the bread and wine of the Eucharist, while the 

Indian believes that this “real presence” can be found above all in the midst of the Sun 

Dance. The Sun Dance might also be compared to the East Asian use of the martial arts 

and archery or to the Sufi hadrah (see Lecture 14), for in all three of these cases—in Zen 

Buddhism, mystical Islam, and Plains Indian practice—the aim is to provoke a spiritual 

insight or a deepening of one’s awareness of the Supreme Reality through a disciplined, 

carefully orchestrated, rhythmic movement of the body. Yellowtail’s description of the 

preparations for the Sun Dance and its actual practice among the Crow is quite thorough. 

I’ll leave it to him to fill you in on most of the details, but perhaps a few highlights would 

be useful here too.  

 As you know from your reading, the Dance takes place in an open-air structure 

made out of trees and other natural objects, like the Sweat Lodge. Yellowtail comments, 

“The Sun Dance Lodge is like the white man’s church; it is our place to pray to 

Acbadadea. The Indians do not need a church to capture the presence of God, because He 

is all around us in Nature. We carry out all of our sacred ceremonies in Nature, without 

the aid of any permanent building” (A Book of Saints, pp. 130-31). The first thing the 

Indians do in preparing for the annual Dance is to select a large, forked cottonwood tree, 

which is cut, brought to the site where the Dance will take place, and placed in a deep 

central hole. With this marking the center, twelve additional smaller trees are then placed 
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along the circumference at a distance of about thirty feet from the cottonwood. In the 

Crow tradition, these are connected to the central tree by “rafters” made out of small 

branches, forming a partially roofed enclosure around sixty feet in diameter; in the Sioux 

and Sheshone traditions, the area between the central tree and the circle’s circumference 

is open to the sky. Yellowtail emphasizes the importance of the number twelve, which 

(he says) represents the months of the year, and he also stresses the significance of the 

circular shape of the Lodge, with its close connection to the primal idea of cyclical time 

(see A Book of Saints, p. 128). You’ll have noticed, I hope, how much importance is 

attached to the central tree, which might be compared to the altar in a Christian church. 

The vertical positioning of the tree allows it to serve as a kind of spiritual axis or conduit, 

along which the wakan or sacred energy of the Great Spirit can flow. Special “medicines” 

are hung on the tree—in the case of the Crow, a stuffed buffalo head and a stuffed eagle 

are used, representing respectively the earth and the sky. Yellowtail is careful to describe 

how respectfully and reverently the tree must be treated. It’s even addressed by name 

with special prayers before it’s cut down. Yellowtail says very simply, “It is through the 

Center Pole that we meet God” (Saints, p. 131). 

 As with the Sufi hadrah, which varies among the different tarîqahs or spiritual 

orders, the precise length and pattern of the Dance differ somewhat among the various 

groups of Plains Indians. Yellowtail explains that the Crow Sun Dance lasts either three 

or four days. During this period, just as during the Vision Quest, the participants observe 

a total fast from both food and liquid (even water) at least during the daytime, and the 

most serious among them neither eat nor drink at all for the entire period. During the day 

the dancers keep moving virtually all of the time, stopping only for very brief periods of 

rest or when (in Yellowtail’s words) they “take a fall” from exhaustion, a phenomenon 

that might be compared with the Christian Pentecostal idea of being “slain in the Spirit”; 

Yellowtail himself compares it to being charged, hooked, and thrown by a buffalo.   

What the word “dancing” refers to in this ritual context is a pattern of moving 

either clockwise around the central Tree, as is the case with the Sioux and Shoshone, or 

along one of the radii, as is the practice among the Crow. In the latter case each 

participant engages in a series of small “jumps” or “hops” toward the Center Pole and 

then back again toward a little stall along the circumference of the Lodge. Moving thus 
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back and forth in rhythm with the beat of drums, the Crow attempt to keep their eyes 

constantly focused on the central “axis”—especially the buffalo head or the eagle—while 

simultaneously blowing on a small whistle carved from eagle bone, which is intended to 

imitate the sound of an eagle. The usual practice today is for the dancers to have freedom 

of movement. But among the Sioux and a few other tribes it was customary in times 

past—and occasionally still—for the dancers to attach themselves to the Center Pole with 

long cords made out of animal skins; the cords are tied at one end to the Pole while the 

other end is connected to a piece of bone that is inserted through two vertical cuts in the 

skin of a dancer’s chest. As you may have guessed, the aim is to add yet another 

dimension to the sacrificial character of the entire ordeal as the dancers endeavor to break 

loose from this fetter by tearing the skewer through the skin. This is a goal that may 

require many painful hours, even for the most courageous and resolute; in some cases it’s 

only after two or three days of continuous movement, having reached a point of total 

exhaustion, that an Indian will end up falling backward, ripping open the skin above his 

heart in a moment of extreme suffering and self-sacrifice. 

 I’ve provided you with a link to a short YouTube clip that will give you a taste of 

some of these things I’m trying to describe. You’ll also get just a glimpse of a brief 

healing service, taking place during the Dance near the central tree. As I’ve explained 

before, among the powers of an Indian shaman is his ability to perform paranormal 

healings. Because he’s traveled in the spirit world and is in contact with the “medicine 

fathers” who dwell there, he’s able to draw on a sort of spiritual reservoir––the “wakan 

field” as I called it in my last YouTube lecture––and it’s by using the power he’s able to 

draw from this reservoir or field that he’s able to bring about certain miraculous cures. 

Shamans can conduct healing ceremonies any time, but among the Plains Indians it’s 

believed that the most potent and efficacious are those held during the time of the annual 

Sun Dance—when an even greater “quantity” of wakan than usual becomes available.  

 As I’ve mentioned before, I had a chance to meet Yellowtail just a few weeks 

before he died. Besides listening to his lengthy mealtime prayer, which I’ve already 

described, I was able to attend one of his healing ceremonies. I’ll share some of that 

extraordinary experience with you in my YouTube lecture.   



 179 

Lecture 18: 

The Moral(s) of It All 

 

My plan in this final lecture is to do what I can to sum up the whole semester. This is 

obviously a tall order, and I can’t possibly even begin to review all the details. What I 

can do, however, is to remind you of certain general patterns—some of the larger, 

defining features of the world’s religions—which may help you retain at least a few of 

the most important points you’ve learned. A year from now most of you aren’t going to 

remember the difference between yogas and yugas, or between Sufis and Sunnis, or 

between a shaykh and a shaman, and you’ll have probably forgotten what the Five 

Precepts are for the Buddhists, what the Five Constant Relationships are for Confucians, 

and what the Five Pillars are for the Muslims. I suppose a cynic might say that there was 

therefore no reason to learn these various terms in the first place, but that’s actually quite 

false. The act of committing such things to your memory, even when you aren’t always 

able to retrieve them later, has the effect of strengthening your mental muscles for other 

tasks, and it gives a certain texture and range to your thinking that will serve you in good 

stead for the rest of your life. This is the whole point of a liberal education. In any case 

there’s no question of my trying to produce a comprehensive list of all the facts we’ve 

covered. What I wish to do instead is to highlight just a few of the most important 

principles, and then I’ll end the lecture, as the fables and fairytales often do, with some 

morals—some of the lessons I think we can, and should, bring away from our 

comparative study of the world’s religions. 

 Let me begin by reminding you of my basic approach in this course and reviewing 

some of the assumptions I’ve brought to both my written lectures and my YouTube 

presentations. As I explained at the outset, my interest in religion is philosophical and 

theological, not psychological, sociological, or historical, and it’s for this reason that I’ve 

approached the traditions, not as the products of economic, institutional, or cultural 

forces, but as constellations of God-given truths and paths to salvation––“paths of 

return”. While it’s certainly possible to study the religions by looking merely at them, as 

if they were the effects of terrestrial causes—as do the primitivists, functionalists, and 

fideists whom we spoke about at the very start of the course—it’s always seemed to me 
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wiser (as well as more objective and honest) to begin instead by taking the religions 

seriously on their own terms, and this means that until and unless we’ve proven them 

mistaken, we’re obliged to accept their celestial or superhuman origins. I might point out 

that this philosophical approach is closely related to my exclusively “positive” focus––

my focus (in other words) on the truth and beauty of the world’s traditions. There’s no 

denying the fact that religions can and do have a distinctively negative side. As I admitted 

in my opening YouTube presentation, religious conviction has often brought out the 

worst in people, and we’re seeing plenty of that in our day. I’ve chosen instead, however, 

to emphasize what is good about religion: the way it can enhance our view of Reality and 

the spiritual fruit it has yielded in the great saints. Plenty of bad music and bad art have 

been produced through the centuries, but one expects that a music or art appreciation 

course will focus instead on the masterpieces. The same thing has been true here, in what 

might be labeled (I suppose) our “religion appreciation” course. 

 Another very important assumption has to do with the relationship between 

religion and science. I spoke in my introductory lectures about the tension between these 

two dimensions of life, and I explained that this tension has resulted in large part from the 

common, but hugely mistaken, idea that modern science is the only sure path to 

knowledge. Virtually all of us have been conditioned by modern education to think that 

the ordinary world of the senses is the only world we can ever be certain about, and 

we’ve been told again and again (from pre-school on!) that claims not grounded in the 

verdict of those senses must be false. But this is clearly illogical. For the assertion that all 

our knowledge should be based on the senses is not itself based upon anything that ever 

came from the senses. Science may well have given us one very valuable, and very 

powerful, way of understanding some things—though even this is debatable—but this is 

no reason for assuming that other ways are impossible or that other things are not real.  

I’ve not tried to defend this supra-scientific or super-naturalist standpoint, but 

that’s not because such a defense is impossible. It’s simply a question of doing one thing 

at a time. Arguing for the existence of God or the reality of the spiritual world is a big 

enough project in itself, something best left to contexts other than an introduction to the 

world’s religions. (If you’re interested in hearing the arguments, consider taking my 

Religious Studies 412, “Faith, Doubt, and God”.) About all I can do in this closing 
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lecture is to ask a favor. As you think back on this course in the future, I would ask that 

you try to remember (if nothing else) that there was at least one professor who was truly 

convinced of the existence of higher worlds, who really believed in revelation and 

prophecy, and who saw no reason to doubt such things as the yogi’s indifference to pain, 

the Sufi’s visions, or the shaman’s healings—a professor, in short, who was not at all 

bashful about affirming the value and truth of traditional religion. This fact doesn’t really 

prove anything, of course, but in lieu of providing a proof, maybe in the meantime I can 

at least be useful to you all as a specimen! As C. S. Lewis once said of himself in regard 

to a similar question, “Use your specimens while you can. There aren’t going to be many 

more dinosaurs.” 

 One final presupposition that I’ve brought to our studies should also be 

mentioned: namely, my perennialist conviction that the religions we’ve studied are all 

paths leading up the same mountain to God, each of them a unique embodiment or 

formulation of a single transcendent Truth. As you know, the perennialist understanding 

of religion is meant to follow a sort of middle way between two extremes. At one 

extreme is the idea that only one religion is true and that all the other traditions are either 

useless or dangerous. I called this “indiscriminate exclusivism” (Lecture 2). But then 

there’s a second extreme, a completely opposite viewpoint, which says on the contrary 

that all religious claims without exception are valid, even those of the cults and fanatical 

sects. This way of looking at things is “indiscriminate inclusivism”, a position that fails to 

acknowledge any qualitative difference between the great world religions, on the one 

hand, and the claims of any given madmen in some asylum who thinks he’s Jesus Christ, 

on the other. Perennialism is opposed in principle to both these extremes—though in 

practice its proponents are much more sympathetic with the exclusivist stance. If they had 

to choose the “lesser evil”, perennialists would prefer the exclusivism of the most 

partisan of exoteric believers, even those who are firmly convinced that the adherents of 

other traditions are all bound for hell, over the easy-going, mushy-minded tolerance of 

those who believe that anything goes and who end up confusing saving Truth with some 

of its most diabolical distortions. 

 Now of course the obvious question the perennialist must face at some point has 

to do with criteria: How are we to distinguish the true from the false? It’s one thing to 
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claim that some religions are true and salvific and others are not, but how precisely can 

you tell the difference? How can you decide which are correct and which aren’t? It’s easy 

enough for the indiscriminate exclusivist to deal with this question. She simply replies by 

identifying the Truth with one very specific set of symbolic or verbal expressions. If 

she’s a Christian, she’s going to say that anyone practicing a true religion must by 

definition be following Jesus Christ, who is the Truth––as well as the Way and the Life 

(see John 14:6); everything else she will regard as necessarily false. Or if the exclusivist 

is a Muslim, he’ll identify the Truth with the Holy Qur’an, the only perfect revelation, 

dismissing all competing scriptures, like the Bible, as in some way fundamentally flawed. 

If you’re a perennialist, however, the matter isn’t so simple. As you study the religions, 

you’re obliged to focus your attention not so much on what they say as on what they 

mean—in other words not so much on their external or formal expressions but rather on 

their internal and supra-formal intentions. To refer once again to C. S. Lewis’s way of 

making this point: You have to look along the religions and not simply at them. (To 

review what Lewis said, take a look back at “Meditation in a Toolshed” in the 

introductory section of A Book of Saints.) Here of course we return to what should by 

now be a familiar distinction between the exoteric and the esoteric sides of religion. One 

of my guiding aims throughout the term has been to assist you in coming to grips with 

both of these aspects of the specific traditions we’ve studied. I wanted to introduce you to 

the fundamental doctrines and practices that make them all distinctive and different, but I 

also wanted to help you in penetrating through those doctrines and practices in order to 

uncover some common principles and methods.  

It’s not at all easy (I readily admit!) to say exactly why Hinduism, Buddhism, 

Confucianism, Taoism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, or the Crow Indian religion is a 

saving expression of Truth—even if, for the sake of the argument, you’re willing to 

concede that they are. Nevertheless, having studied them for many years and having 

gotten to know a few of their followers, I come away sensing very strongly that these 

religions share a common something, a distinctive mark or style or tone, which sets them 

apart from the counterfeits and the crazies. An essential part of discerning that “mark”, 

appreciating that “style”, and tuning in to that “tone” has to do—for me at least—with 

discovering their “fruits” of transformation or sanctity. This of course is where the words 
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of Christ that I cite on the syllabus come in: “By their fruits ye shall know them” 

(Matthew 7:20). I think it might be useful to quote the rest of the passage from which this 

line is taken. It comes as you may know from the Sermon on the Mount, and here’s what 

we find: “Beware of false prophets,” says Jesus, “who come to you in sheep’s clothing 

but inwardly are ravenous wolves. You will know them by their fruits. Are grapes 

gathered from thorns, or figs from thistles? So, every sound tree bears good fruit, but the 

bad tree bears evil fruit…. Thus you will know them by their fruits.” Christ then 

concludes by very sternly adding, “Not every one who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord’, shall 

enter into the Kingdom of Heaven, but he who does the will of my Father who is in 

Heaven” (Matthew 7:15-21).  

 The analogy suggested by this passage can be very easily applied to our 

explorations in this course. Religions are like trees, and the people who believe them and 

follow them are like the fruits of those trees. If one finds among these believers and 

followers at least a few people whose lives are exemplary—people who are “doing the 

will of my Father in Heaven” and who thus seem like good fruits—isn’t it reasonable to 

think that the trees from which they have sprung might be good trees and thus that their 

religions might be true? This is for me the most compelling reason for adopting the 

perennialist position. I myself came to the conviction that there must be “many paths to 

the summit” (to refer to the essay by Ananda Coomaraswamy that we read at the start of 

the course) at least in part because of the apparent evidence of sanctity that can be found 

among the adherents of the religions we’ve studied. There’s a saying of an early Christian 

Church Father, Saint Gregory of Nyssa (330-395 A.D.), which is pertinent here. “There is 

no other way truly to speak of God than to live in Him. He alone knows God who allows 

himself to be transmuted into Him.” Given this Christian insight as my basic premise, it 

seems to me clear that there simply must be more than one way to know God. For in 

figures like the Hindu swami Ramdas, and the Zen master Soko Morinaga, and the 

Muslim shaykh Ahmad Al-Alawi, and the American Indian shaman Thomas Yellowtail, 

we’re dealing with people who have at least begun the process of being “transmuted” or 

transformed into God. And the lives of such people can’t help but tell us something in 

turn about the religions they practice, for are “grapes gathered from thorns, or figs from 

thistles”? 



 184 

 Do remember, however, that when we say that there are many paths up the 

mountain—that each of the traditions we’ve studied is a saving expression of Truth, 

revealed by God Himself as a “noble” path of liberation—we don’t mean that these 

religions are simply clones of each other or that their parts are somehow interchangeable. 

The perennialist is not so blind as to miss the obvious multiplicity of dogmas and rites 

among the world’s religions, and he certainly has no intention of advocating a syncretistic 

combination of forms for the sake of creating some new religion. The perennialist affirms 

instead what the Swiss philosopher Frithjof Schuon calls a “transcendent unity of 

religions”. Only insofar as they all converge beyond this world and in God—in what 

Schuon called the “divine stratosphere”, not the “human atmosphere”—can we speak of a 

unity among the world’s spiritual traditions. For outwardly or exoterically, at the level of 

their doctrines and methods, there remain very significant and very important differences, 

and I’ve done my best—perennialist though I am!—to accentuate these differences 

throughout the course. Affirming an inward unity or unanimity among religions in no 

way requires a scholar to ignore these many variations and nuances, and it’s therefore not 

my intention to suggest that Hindus, Buddhists, Confucians, Taoists, Jews, Christians, 

Muslims, and Native Americans should simply put aside their differences or pretend their 

religions are exactly the same. Nor do I believe—this would be even worse—that they 

should alter their convictions so as to render them more compatible with the others’ 

perspectives.   

As a quick reminder of some of the most important exoteric differences between 

the religions, I’ve put together a sequence of diagrams that help to sum up some of the 

traditions’ most distinctive ideas, and I’ll show you these as part of my YouTube 

presentation. I’ve concentrated, to be precise, on the great variety we’ve noted in their 

Conceptions of the Divine, Pictures of the Human Self, Views of the World in relation to 

God, and Understandings of Time, as well as in the Exemplary Human States that they 

strive to attain and the Central Figures to whom they look for authority. 

 So no, the perennialist idea is not that we should paint over the differences. At the 

same time, however, I believe enough has been said for you to realize––even if you’re 

not a perennialist––that despite their wide external variation, the major religions do have 

a great deal in common internally or esoterically: notably, their unanimous interest in 
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Truth, or the comprehension of God; in Virtue, or conformation to God; in Beauty, or the 

configuration of God; and in Prayer, or concentration on God (see Lecture 2). So the 

question becomes, I suppose: what exactly are we supposed to do with this unanimity or 

commonality? If the point of perennialism is not to abandon or neglect the differences, 

what difference do the similarities make? Perhaps you’re prepared to accept the idea that 

there may be more than one saving religion, and yet you may still be wondering what 

would be gained by this admission. If the unity of the great religions is to be realized only 

at a level where it will no longer be an issue—in the “divine stratosphere”—then what 

exactly is the point in proclaiming that unity, especially if it risks being confused in some 

quarters with relativism or syncretism? In other words, why should anyone be interested 

in affirming the commonality of the world’s religions if their differences and divisions 

are going to remain with us anyway? 

 A number of answers could be given to these very important questions. One 

simple response—and the only one I’ll attempt to elaborate here—is the fact that there is 

“strength in numbers”. In my opinion we’re living at a time when spiritual alliances 

between serious people who practice different religions are going to become of increasing 

significance. I certainly don’t mean for us to ignore or forget the misunderstandings, 

animosity, and outright cruelty and violence which have often characterized the 

relationships between the world’s religions and which (sadly enough) show no sign of 

going away anytime soon.  Nevertheless, it seems obvious to me that many people who 

take their faith seriously and who are sincerely engaged in its practice may find 

themselves more and more drawn into a kind of fellowship with the faithful of other 

religions––while at the same time becoming more and more aware of an increasing 

alienation and enmity between themselves and the less serious or nominal members of 

their own traditions. 

 With this in mind, I would like to propose, in bringing things to a close, that there 

are three important lessons or morals to be drawn from the inward or esoteric unity of the 

world’s religions—three ways, in other words, that serious believers from different 

religions can be of help to each other. Each of these lessons has to do with something the 

traditions all share, but something that is at the same time denied or rejected by the 

modern world. To do them justice, each of these lessons would require a complete 
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lecture, in fact a whole series of lectures. All I can really do now is to mention these 

morals. And since I can’t even begin to say everything, I’ll say very little and leave it to 

you to pursue the matter further in your own reflections. 

 

 Moral Number One: The Reality of Miracles. 

 As we’ve emphasized throughout the semester, the world’s religions are alike in 

believing that the terrestrial world of the empirical senses is not the only world but 

merely one of several levels or dimensions of Reality. The religions are also alike in 

believing that these higher levels operate according to laws that are not at all bound by 

the limits of matter—laws accounting for certain effects in our world that call into 

question the “laws of science”. To put the point more directly and forcefully, all the 

religions believe in miracles—in the possible invasion of the world as we know it by 

supernatural powers and agencies. One has only to think of such things as the parting of 

the Red Sea in the Jewish Exodus or Muhammad’s miraj or Yellowtail’s shamanic 

healings—or perhaps even the Zen master archer’s splitting of the shaft of an arrow, 

which I described in Lecture 10—to realize that there’s more to Reality than we 

ordinarily think, “more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy” 

to quote Shakespeare again (Hamlet, Act 1, Scene 5). And one has only to consider such 

figures as the Hindu jivan-mukta or the hidden imam of Islam or the Taoist “immortals” 

to see that there’s considerably more to being fully human than the anthropologists and 

other scientists of our own day admit.  

I believe this is an especially important lesson for contemporary Christians, who 

are often surrounded by skeptics, many of them (ironically) clergy and theologians of 

various ranks—as well as professors of religious studies!—who try to persuade them that 

miracles are mere superstitions. There is, for example a whole host of Biblical scholars 

today who claim that the New Testament stories about Jesus’s birth from a Virgin and 

His resurrection from the dead are simply ancient myths or legends, with no grounding in 

fact. And the unwary Christian student or layman can easily be misled into thinking that a 

belief in miracles is therefore only for the mentally challenged. In the face of such 

silliness, it seems to me that an alliance with believers from the other religions can prove 

most valuable. 
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Moral Number Two: The Primacy of Truth.  

 Though I’ve not been explicit about this second moral in my lectures, it’s 

certainly been implied in much that you’ve read and heard about. I call it “the primacy of 

Truth”, and what I have in mind is the fact that for all the world’s religions Truth is more 

important than anything, and that in defense of that Truth (they would say) we may 

sometimes be required to do battle with its enemies, whether those enemies are within 

ourselves or in the world around us. There is perhaps no issue upon which all the 

religions are in more agreement than this. But at the same time, ironically, there’s no 

claim that produces more shock, more horror, and more incredulity on the part of many 

modern, or postmodern, people. As they see it, tolerance is the greatest of virtues. Now of 

course, true tolerance is a valuable thing. It means being patient with people whom you 

know to be wrong, putting up with their errors, and endeavoring to correct them with tact 

and courtesy. But unfortunately for lots of people today tolerance goes hand in hand with 

the absurd notion that there really is no truth at all, at least no absolute and universal 

Truth. Such people claim that all beliefs about truth are simply the products of various 

biographical, cultural, and economic forces. “It’s all just opinion,” they say, and while we 

may be entitled to our own opinions—they add—we need to realize that we shouldn’t 

“impose” them on others or fight about them.  

In the face of this very common and very popular rhetoric, it seems to me worth 

recalling how very different a viewpoint we find in the great religious traditions, where 

Truth is understood as absolute and non-negotiable. One has only to recall Krishna’s 

advice to Arjuna about getting on with the battle, or the physically exhausting ordeal of 

the Vision Quest, or Christ’s words in the Gospel that He “came not to bring peace but a 

sword” (Matthew 10:34), or the Muslim idea of jihad—however terribly abused this idea 

has been by pseudo-Muslim extremists—to realize how highly traditional religious 

people value Truth. It’s valued so highly, in fact, that in certain situations they’re 

prepared to fight and, if need be, to die for it. Even the Dalai Lama, an icon of 

compassion and non-violence if ever there were one, has said that if one were forced to 

choose between killing someone or allowing the dharma (that is, Buddhist doctrine) to 

perish, one would have to kill. Unaware of this worldwide traditional unanimity, many 
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would-be Christians have been misled into thinking that truth is relative. Here again they 

stand to learn a great deal from the example of other faiths. What they will learn, among 

other things, is that our own contemporary “post-Christian” culture is a historical 

aberration. Every other culture of the world knew, and knows, that there are certain 

absolutes that must never be compromised. 

 

 Moral Number Three: The Consecration of Life.  

 Until fairly recently, visitors to the Maghreb in North Africa often supposed 

themselves to have stepped back in time, so completely was that culture still shaped by 

the practice of Islam. One entered a world where everyone without exception was living a 

life in which every action was deliberately filled with spiritual significance. For the 

traditional Muslim is taught that how he eats, how he dresses, how he sits and walks, how 

he furnishes his home, and above all (as you know) how he prays is not a matter of 

individual preference, but a sacred act, whose value is determined by its conformity to the 

example (the sunnah) of the Prophet Muhammad (see Lecture 12). As you’ve seen many 

times throughout the semester, this same philosophy guides the life of all traditional 

peoples, from Hindus to Native Americans. In each and every one of these religions, 

we’ve encountered the same basic idea, namely, that human life should be consecrated to 

God. Here I submit is yet another case where the “post-Christian Christian”––if you’ll 

allow me that oxymoron––can learn a very important lesson from people who still follow 

the ancient teachings of other faiths. I was once involved in a public debate with a local 

Muslim imam, and in contrasting our religions he made the claim (to our audience) that 

while Muslims pray five times every day, Christians pray only on Sundays. Now of 

course he was wrong about that. And yet I’m afraid it’s not very surprising he would 

have had this perception. For in fact for many Christians today their faith is almost 

strictly a Sunday morning affair—if they even give it as much attention as that. And it 

seems to me they might therefore profit from the example of the other religions we’ve 

studied. Think back to the Hindu idea that each stage of our lives has a special spiritual 

significance, the Confucian ideal of promoting the moral force of Te through the 

cultivation of Li in human relationships, or the Native American openness to the celestial 

messages of animals and natural forms. In each religion, as it’s traditionally practiced, 
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one finds certain keys or hints as to how one can take the necessary steps toward 

acquiring a keener sense of the sacred and bringing it into one’s day to day life.  

 Let me simply say in conclusion that I heartily commend that possibility to you 

all.  

 

Verbum sapienti sat 


