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Introduction
Santanu K. Patro

Scholars and followers of religious traditions alike take a keen interest 
in learning more about their own traditions and also the religious faiths 
and practices of their neighbours. Knowledge of other religions helps fol
lowers to understand their own faith and practice and also to appreciate 
the people who practise other religions. It aids understanding not only of 
the religious tenets but also of the religious persons. I hope that as you 
read this book you will learn to respect those who follow a different reli
gious path from your own, and that you will gain insights into your own  
tradition. 

This book is distinctive in many ways. First and foremost it is written by 
authors who are specialists in their fields of study. All but one are practition
ers of their respective faiths, so the book is presented from the perspectives 
of ‘insiders’. It is unapologetically written by those who consider that proper 
religious observance can have a vital and positive role in the contemporary 
world. They have endeavoured to provide an insight into their own religions 
that explains the historical development and the best expressions of their 
traditions. Second, the book therefore attempts to bring the approaches of 
insiders to bear on a subject that remains greatly misunderstood in academia. 
Written at a time when there is a global rise in interest, it challenges some of 
the secular assumptions of the study of religion. Third, the book is gender 
inclusive. As many as four of the essays are written by women, whose experi
ences, and those of women in general, make a significant contribution to 
this volume. They have remained conscious of the influence of men in the 
spheres of religion and, in my opinion, have sometimes been too generous to 
male endeavour, probably because of their reliance on the interpretations of  
men. 

It is challenging to make the book relevant to both students of religion 
and the followers of religion, to comprehend the ‘inside’ of a religion while 
making the study of it as an academic discipline. The main objective is to 
allow both kinds of readers to gain a more authentic understanding of 
religions. This book does not claim to be exhaustive. The scope and size 
are limited, and it has not been possible to include all religious traditions. 
However, I hope that it will encourage you to engage in further reading and 
to participate in religious activities in order to gain more understanding 
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of those professing different faiths from your own, and enable you to ask 
questions of each other in a spirit of mutual respect. This respect will stem 
from a shared acceptance of the flawed nature of our desire to understand 
God – for all religious traditions fall short of achieving their own high ideals.  
If this is achieved I think the purpose of writing a book of this nature will 
have been fulfilled. 

  	 The academic study of religion

The academic study of religions enables readers to gain a more objective 
understanding of other religions. Knowledge about religion is received not 
only through discourse and teaching as an insider, but also by studying a 
religion as an outsider in order to gain a better grasp of other people’s re
ligions. Students of religious traditions had to work hard to establish their 
discipline as an autonomous branch of study. They were influenced by the 
Enlightenment movement in the West and had to respond to students of 
science who pronounced that religion was dead. Academic study has at
tempted to provide rational worldviews of religious belief and practice. 
It recognizes that spiritual consciousness exists in human communities. It 
is possible that followers of religions today may not hold the same world
view that originally evolved. However, they continue to engage in religion 
by reinterpreting their faith and religious practice according to the given 
context. Thus religion is still relevant and vibrant and continues to influ
ence human society, although assessments about the extent of its influence 
may differ. 

Even if some do not subscribe to any particular faith, they are guided 
by ethical and moral principles that have evolved from, and are defined 
by, religion. Many academics in the last century thought religion was dying 
out, but in the twentyfirst century there has been greater recognition of its 
durability and the prominence of its role in most societies of the world. The 
huge progress made in science and technology has not eroded religion from 
society. Although secularists and fundamentalists have often portrayed sci
ence and religion as opposing forces, this view is not held by most religious 
people. Rather by constantly responding to new worldviews, religion has 
manifested itself in new forms, helping believers to find a new understand
ing of religion. 

Chapter 1 of this book examines the development of the study of religion 
as an autonomous discipline through the evolution of various approaches 
and methodologies. Since religion involves all spheres of life, its study relies 
on all branches of human and natural sciences. Students of religions in the 
last two centuries have contributed enormously to methodology by using 
anthropology, sociology, psychology, philosophy and theology. A variety 
of approaches help students of religion to deepen their understanding of a 
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religion as an ‘insider’, and this in turn helps them to view other religions as 
understood by religious persons. I consider that religion can only be under
stood completely when one becomes an insider. Since we cannot become 
followers of all religious traditions, I recommend that religious persons 
must allow themselves to be exposed to other religions as much as possible 
and to hold back on presupposition and judgement. When we try and walk 
in the shoes of another we develop a different perspective that may enrich 
our lives and relationship with God. Walking in the shoes of another also 
puts us in a better position to ask questions.

What do you understand by the phrase ‘walking in the shoes of an-
other’? How might you do this?

   Religion and society

No matter how secular our society appears to be, religion continues to play 
a significant role in public life. My own country, India, is a case in point. 
This young democracy is also the world’s largest, and is home to many reli
gions and ideologies. As a result, religion plays an important role in social 
functions. In the Christian West, religion was increasingly understood as a 
private affair of the individual; many assumed it would cease to exist. Yet re
cently Western analysts have reassessed their opinion of religion as personal 
and private, although many still regard it with suspicion. It is my contention 
that if human community is to survive along with its environment, religion 
has to be taken seriously in mainstream academic as well as social life. On 
the critical issue of climate change, for example, religions can have a key 
role to play in preserving and nurturing nature. If life lies at the core of every 
faith, then respect and protection are the fundamentals for sustaining life. 
Practitioners of different religious traditions understand that care and com
passion for all creatures and the promotion of ethical values and human 
harmony lie at the heart of their religion. In some parts of the world such 
claims are disputed by atheists, but a careful study of religious traditions 
can refute their scepticism. It must be acknowledged, however, that much 
religious practice in history has not achieved the high ideals found among 
its teachings.

How do you understand your religious tradition as promoting equality 
and preserving life? How well do followers carry this out? How do you 
see other religious traditions promoting these values?

Can you give examples of religious practice within your own tradi-
tion that have fallen short of the best way of living promoted by that 
tradition?
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Religion has much in common with the culture of a society. The non
scriptural, nonphilosophical manifestations of religion are present in every  
culture. Within the value system of any given culture there are inbuilt re
ligious elements. For example, the social structures – the hierarchy, values 
and ethics – of a society are determined by religious faith and practice. 
Core cultural behaviour will carry strong religious currents within it. The 
subtle interaction between religion and culture may mislead us into think
ing that culture has replaced religion, but in a real sense religion persists 
through culture. The institutions and structures may take different shapes, 
but religion continues to influence and define culture in many societies 
across the globe. While Christianity is growing outside the Western world, 
Islam and Hinduism are also now flourishing in the West. They are re
defining religion by making their presence felt in a area that was previ
ously almost uniquely Christian. All of them adapt to their settings and are 
gradually influencing the host culture. It is this ability of religion to adapt 
to circumstances that enables it to survive and continue in every adverse 
situation. 

Think of the social structures and values where you live. How are they 
influenced by religious traditions? What traditions have the greatest 
influence? Why is this?

There are many who do not want to see religion take public space. Their 
concerns raise questions about how religion can operate in a secular soci
ety. A distinction here should be made between the ideology of secular
ism, which is totally devoid of religious ideals, and secular societies, which 
attempted to avoid religious criteria for their governance but which are 
influenced by their religious history and the contemporary practice of the 
members of those societies. Thus secular society is not totally devoid of 
religious ideals, though secularism as an ideology is. Therefore secular soci
ety is not an antithesis to religious community, rather together they can help 
promote a single human community. Many religious communities feel that 
religion has the ability to contribute to the secular ethos without reducing 
religion to a secondary role. Yet some sections of the religious community 
push hard to impose ideals – their own – that are detrimental to the health 
of the human community, understanding religion purely as a communalist/
nationalist entity, with nothing to contribute to the promotion of an inclu
sive and pluralistic society. Such an aggressive and violent posture has been 
coercive and at times counterproductive. It is impossible in today’s world to 
hold the view that religion is territorial, since religions have moved beyond 
their ‘hometerritory’. For example, Hinduism and Judaism have, for differ
ent reasons, moved outside their territories. Both these religions have con
textualized their faiths, and many of their members have downplayed any 
parochialism. It is often the power of the majority that makes for coercive 
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politics. When Hindus became a majority after the partition of India and 
Pakistan in 1947, their faith became more exclusive.

As a student of religion, I see that at the heart of religious traditions is 
an endeavour to promote harmony, equality and justice. To achieve this 
aim we must discourage the institutionalizing of religion through the co
ercion of the state. For then religion becomes closely associated with the 
moral compromises that all states make. The credentials of some secular 
states equally should be questioned. Although many states constitutionally 
declare themselves to be secular, nevertheless they promote one particular 
religion and use religious symbols in public places and religious rituals in 
state ceremonies. The promotion of the religion of the majority threatens 
the rights and faiths of the minority. In a changing geopolitical structure, 
religious teachings on equality, justice and harmony must be highlighted. 
The right to human freedom and dignity are essential in order to practise 
one’s own faith without any prejudice or threat. 

Do you agree that ‘religion is an endeavour to promote harmony, 
equality and justice’? What else might you add to that definition? 
Would it be true of all religions?

What do you think the relationship between religions and states 
should be? How does your own context influence your answer?

   Historical movements of religious traditions

Primal religious traditions

Primal religions are the most misunderstood of all the religions practised 
today. Their traditions are the mothers of all religions, yet they have often 
been construed as a ‘bunch of superstitions’. The author of Chapter 2 on 
primal religions, Dr Mary Bediako, a Christian from Ghana, has a profound 
experience of primal religious traditions and is deeply engaged in dialogue 
between these traditions and Christianity. Students of religion still struggle 
to find an appropriate classification for religions scattered across the globe. 
Although these religions have never come into contact with each other 
they have nevertheless evolved certain common features, such as ancestral 
veneration. For want of adequate description scholars use the term ‘pri
mal religious traditions’, suggesting that they are the first form of religion 
that existed among the first human communities. This form of religious 
structure finds its continuity in almost all religious traditions. For example, 
the understanding of god, prophet, spirit, rituals, worship and so on are 
the continuity from primal religious traditions. The only difference is that 
while they are found in mostly oral forms in primal tradition, in modern 
religions they are made complex by elaborate scriptural traditions. Primal 
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religions have been denigrated because of an absence of any ‘written’ tradi
tion. They have been threatened by the religions of foreign invaders, such 
as Christianity in most parts of the world except Asia Minor, Islam in Africa 
and Asia, and Hinduism and Buddhism in India and SouthEast Asia. Yet 
the world religions have often benefited from contact with primal religions 
by receiving extrascriptural sources and traditions that enliven their beliefs 
and practices. For example, Buddhism in Korea was influenced by Shaman
ism, and the Aryan form of Hinduism incorporated existing faiths from the 
preAryan period, including Dravidian traditions, thus enabling it to em
brace nonAryan people in its fold through the caste system. Christianity 
replaced the religions of Africa and the Amerindians, though it was not able 
to remove totally the primal worldviews. Islam followed in the footsteps of 
Christianity in Africa, Central Asia and SouthEast Asia. Some have called 
these elements syncretistic and have attempted to banish them, but as Be
diako shows with the example of Christianity, the faith is enriched by such 
influences. 

If world religions were to be divided according to their features and struc
tures, Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism would represent one fam
ily, having all emerged in India. Judaism, Christianity and Islam may be 
grouped as another family, being strongly embedded in the culture of the 
Ancient Near East. There is yet another group of religions, found mostly 
within homogenous people groups of SouthEast Asia, which are intercon
nected with nature, geography, culture and nationality. Within this group 
comes Taoism, Shinto and Shamanism which, for want of space, we have 
not dealt with in this volume. By and large they subscribe to the features 
of the primal religious traditions, but their contact with modern religions, 
such as Buddhism, has had an impact on them. In turn, their religious prac
tices have influenced Buddhism. 

What primal religious traditions do you know? How have they influ-
enced other religions?

From primal religious people to people of land

Alongside the primal religious traditions that existed among the tribals and 
Dalits – those excluded from the caste system – in my own country of India, 
there were four major religions of the world: Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism 
and Sikhism. India is also home to almost all the other religions, Christians 
and Muslims making up roughly 15 per cent of the population. It has the 
secondlargest Muslim population in the world and is significant for being 
the most religiously diverse of nations. 

Hinduism claims to be the most accommodating and inclusive of reli
gions. At the same time, traditionally a Hindu is Hindu by descent, and 
Hindus take seriously the sacredness of the land, nature and environment 
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of the Indian subcontinent. The religion is supposed to be redundant when 
it crosses over the seas. It had very little allowance for ‘foreigners’ to own 
fully the Hindu religious tenets. However, as Dr Prabhakar Bhattacharyya 
demonstrates in Chapter 3 on Hinduism, we have seen a marked change in 
approach over the last century when religion as an ideology became more 
adaptable. Determined not to be left behind by Islam and Christianity, Hin
duism has gradually become a missionary faith. The Gurus – the godmen 
and godwomen – have in the last 50 years reinterpreted their religion and 
have systematized the teachings, judiciously ignoring those that promoted 
social and racial segregation. In particular, they denounced the ageold prac
tice of the caste system. Today, there are more Tribal peoples and Dalits 
embracing Hinduism than ever before. 

A religion having certain things in common with Hinduism is Judaism. 
It emerged at more or less the same time; the people groups of each faith 
moved from place to place before finally settling in their respective territor
ies; and their religions are named after their land and people. As with the 
Hindus, the land is sacred to the religious life of the Jews. The difference 
with Judaism is that it has a strong monotheistic concept. It is the religion of 
the Twelve Tribes, named after the twelve sons of Jacob, and today the land 
is known as Israel (the name God gave to Jacob in a dream). As Ed Kessler 
demonstrates in Chapter 6 on Judaism, the religion has strong ethical teach
ings, and its political, religious and social life is very much dependent on 
the laws that were developed over time. In the Ancient Near East, followers 
of the faith were surrounded by people who engaged in other religious prac
tices, and the Jews, or Israelites, had to fight with them to maintain the in
tegrity of their land and religion. Although Jews now live all over the world, 
modern Judaism continues to be connected to this land, Israel. There are 
many who return to live there so that the expected messiah might return. 

What is the importance of land in your own culture? How does this 
influence your religious tradition? How does it influence the religious 
traditions of others?

New religious teachers

In time, within religions with an emphasis on sacred land and on the cre
ated world, religious teachers could introduce new ideas, thus creating sep
arate religious traditions. Judaism and Hinduism take land and creation 
very seriously – as much as primal religious traditions. With the coming 
of Buddhism we see teachers with their ideologies and philosophies lead
ing religious movements. The first and most prominent among them is  
Gotama Buddha. Buddhism, Jainism, Christianity, Islam and Sikhism 
were all led by strong religious personalities who are accorded great status 
in their traditions. These personalities were responding to the particular 
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socioreligious context of their time. For example, Christianity responded 
to Judaism, which was an exclusive nationalist religion found in the An
cient Near East. Jesus responded to Judaism from within it by confronting 
certain practices. His first followers were Jews who believed he was the 
leader who had been foretold and that his message was for all people. 
Christianity was the name given to the movement of Jesus well after his 
death. Similarly, both Buddhism and Jainism were revolts against Hindu
ism in their rejections of Vedic and Brahmanic authority, and later they 
founded separate religions. Islam originated as a countermovement to 
Christianity and Judaism, both of which were understood to lack the ful
filment that Islam offered. The Sikh faith evolved in response to the pres
ence of Hinduism and Islam in India. Historically all religions emerged as 
countermovements that challenged and reinterpreted the religious status 
quo. For this reason these new movements were regarded as sectarian in 
their religious pursuit. 

Buddhism was described by Swami Vivekananda as the ‘rebellious child 
of Hinduism’. In many senses this is true. Though Buddhism was born in 
the Indian subcontinent, it flourished better in other parts of Asia. In the 
middle of the twentieth century it was resurrected in India in response to 
the struggle of the Dalits, who embraced Buddhism in protest against the 
Hindu caste system. Buddhism in the West is known better as an ideology 
than a religion. More and more people are attracted to its teachings because 
it provided less a structure than a spiritual ideal. Shanthikumar Hettiarach
chi, in Chapter 4 on Buddhism, begins by saying, ‘Buddhism is a way of 
life’ because it prescribes a middle way with a spirituality that is socially 
responsible. Buddhists take seriously their ethical, social, psychological and 
philosophical worldview. Questions about God and revelation are not im
portant, though they are useful concepts in inquiry. What is more important 
is the ultimate bliss of emancipation.

Jainism is also an ideology, as its teachings do not appear to be exclu
sive to the Jains. The faith emerged alongside Buddhism and brought about 
a revolution by challenging the existing faith, Hinduism, particularly in 
emphasizing ‘relative pluralism’ and the equality of all people. It stresses 
the importance of both the sacred and the secular and provides space for 
spirituality as well as material worldviews. It maintains the importance of 
knowledge because this lies at the source of discrimination and the distinc
tion between good and bad – Jainism provides a clearer understanding of 
dualism than other faiths offer. And it is the religion of the environment. As 
Priyadarshana Jain explains in Chapter 5 on Jainism, it is the relationship 
of the creatures that sustains the universe, and therefore their creation and 
destruction is unequivocally connected to karma theory. 

In the past many books on world religions omitted Christianity because 
their readership was expected to be familiar with it. More recently, scholars 
have realized that Christianity, in all its forms, is also important for readers, 
both Christian and nonChristian, since there is a growing interest in other 
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parts of the world about religions and a growing ignorance of Christianity 
where it has traditionally been familiar. In recent times, Christianity has 
grown faster in the nonWestern world than in Europe. In Chapter 7 on 
Christianity, Roger Bowen explains that it is important that we understand 
Christianity also as a nonWestern phenomenon. 

Islam is the secondlargest religion of the world and the fastestgrowing 
faith, particularly in subSaharan Africa and Asia, but also in Europe and 
North America. The Prophet Muhammad’s religion was simple and straight
forward. In Chapter 8 on Islam, Haifaa Jawad explains that the religious 
tenets and practices of Islam are nondiscriminatory and that it has a strong 
community orientation. The ethics and laws that were recorded in Hadith 
(traditions) are meant for social cohesion and the delivery of justice, al
though certain interpretations and conflicts of social values have given the 
impression to some that Islam is an intolerant and violent religion – an 
understanding Jawad refutes. 

Sikhism, which emerged in India in the fifteenth century, is the youngest 
religion examined in this book. It is the religion that was influenced both by 
Hinduism and Islam. Islam was already a major player in Indian religious 
and cultural life during the time of Guru Nanak, who wanted a religious 
expression that was more inclusive than that offered by the Hinduism and 
Islam of his day. Guru Nanak could rightly be called the precursor to all the 
later Guru Movement that emerged in India, particularly from the late nine
teenth century. Guru Nanak rejected the Hindu caste system and taught the 
formless God, a concept borrowed from Hinduism but incorporating the 
Islamic concept of God. In Chapter 9 on Sikhism, Shashi Bala emphasizes 
that scripture is central to the life and faith of the Sikh people. It was the first 
religion from the Indian subcontinent to carry such an emphasis, so much 
so that its scripture, which is personified as Guru Granth Sahib, is venerated 
as a divine being in gurdwaras. In a way it replaces the formless Ultimate 
Reality of Hinduism. 

What role do religious leaders play today? Do you know leaders who 
are attempting to reform their tradition radically from within?

   Commonalities and communities

By looking at the various religions and their teachings, readers will find how 
unique each is in its essence and outward aspects – as well as what they 
have in common. All religions have the idea of the divine as their starting 
point. It is transcendental and beyond any human description. Nobody has 
fathomed it, religious teachers, prophets and messiahs attempted to define 
or point the way to the divine, but it remains mysterious. Studying a religion 
or group of religions often allows practitioners of another religion to widen 
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their understanding of the divine as they seek to understand the compre
hension of others. 

But religious search does not end in God alone – it moves to human 
community. Though God is defined in scripture and the teachings of great 
seers, God is better understood in the context of believers. Each religion cre
ates its own distinct faith community precisely because the religions have 
spread in particular ways, depending on the sociocultural and geographi
cal context. One influential factor of religion is that it gives hope of new 
life. Such new life may come by way of the doctrine of moksha/nirvana as 
found in the religions of the East, or that of salvation/liberation as found in 
Judaism, Christianity and Islam. In addressing the issues of life and death, 
religion also gives meaning and purpose to living and to the created order. 
Creation is at the core of all religions, since God is the supreme creator of 
the world. For many practitioners the religious experience of caring, sharing 
and nurturing the earth remains key to building a new society. 

As we read the essays contributed by the practitioners of religion, we ask 
the following questions: Is religion still relevant in the scientific and mod
ern world? Why are people still attracted to religion? Does religion offer 
anything substantial to life? 

A second set of questions would ask: Is my faith inclusive or exclusive 
of other faiths? Should I attempt to make my religion more inclusive? Do I 
have anything to learn from others? What elements would I want to share 
of my own faith? 

A third set of questions concerns the ethical and social attributions of 
society: How can we eradicate the ills of our society? Are religions able to 
offer something where other systems have failed? In what ways can we solve 
the problems that confront us from a religious perspective? 

There is no straightforward answer to any of the questions. They are 
questions for reflection and exploration, questions to ask again and again. I 
have only tried to point to ways of answering them by presenting religious 
traditions more optimistically than they are often presented. I do so as a 
student of religion and as a practitioner of my own faith who experiences 
sanctity in everyday life. 
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