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KAREN ARMSTRONG

In 1981, KAREN ARMSTRONG published Through the Narrow Gate, a controver-
sial account of her experience as a Sister of the Society of the Holy Child Jesus,
a Roman Catholic order. Armstrong left the convent and the Church in 1972,
“wearied by religion” and “worm out by years of struggle,” and then spent the
intervening years pursuing a doctorate in literature and teaching at an English
gitls’ school. Although her first book was a milestone, Armstrong has described
her life’s real tuming point as a series of trips she made to Jerusalem beginning
in 1982. Shocked by Israel’s invasion of Lebanon and also by the Palestinians’
intifada, Armstrong found herself questioning just how accurately most
Westerners—herself included—understood the lives and beliefs of Muslims in
the Middle East.

Convinced that the West was “posing as a tolerant and compassionate
society and yet passing judgments from a position of extreme ignorance and irra-
tionality,” Armstrong set out to help rectify cross-cultural misperceptions and
religious misunderstandings. She has written a number of books that explore

relations among Judaism, Christianity, and 7Islam, including Holy War: The
Crusades and Their Impact on Today’s World (1991); Mohammed: A Biography of
the Prophet (1992); and Islam: A Short History (2000). She has also written a bio-
graphy, Buddha (2001), and The Battle for God (2000), an account of the rise of
fundamentalism in modern societies.

The selection that follows comes from The Case for God (2009), in which
Ammstrong, a self-described “freelance monotheist,” responds to the writings of
New Atheists Richard Dawkins, Daniel C. Dennett, Sam Harris, Victor J. Stenger,
and Christopher Hitchens. Armstrong makes the case that their view of religion
has been shaped by the very fundamentalism they reject. Dawkins, for example,
assurnes that religion rests on faith in “a superhuman, supernatural intelligence
who deliberately designed and created the universe and everything in it.” Today
this view of God is accepted by hundreds of millions of believers, yet Armstrong
argues that in earlier times, religion was understood quite differently—as mythos, a

Excerpt from THE CASE FOR. GOD by Karen Armstrong, copyright © 2009 by Karen Ammstrong. Used by permis-
sion of Alfred A. Knopf, an imprint of the Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, a division of Random House LLC, and
Curtls Brown, Ltd. Al rights reserved. Any third party use of this material, outside of this publication, is prohibited.
Interested parties must apply directly to Random House LLC for permission.

Biographical information and opening quotations are taken from http://www.islamfortoday.com/karenanmnstrong.him;
. the ‘middle quotation is from www.washington-report.org/backissues/0293/9302038 htm. The quotaton from Richard
‘D‘“‘Vkins appears on p. 304 of The Case_for God. The final quotation is drawn from http://speakingoffaith.publicradio
-Org/programs/armstrong/ transcript.sheml,
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symbolic language meant to transform our consciousness and our ways of being

:cable than others. The subject matter was also governed by rules that
itable .
A5 she told an interviewer in 2008, she sees religion as “poetry™

. ie
hope to understand. The artists selected only a few of the species
; o
\Can‘nﬁver

. : i lied

ctures of the reindeer on which they Ie

N ds £ time listeni hi . to them, and there are€ no pictr e amd bison with horses, bison
1 ovs{ a poet spends a great deal o nmedstegsg t;) is h;x;consc;cjus, and 4 42 Animals are consistently paire o cour in real life E
slowly calling up a poem word by word, phrase by phrase, until some- Ot : inations that would not O : o
thing beautigll 12 brI;ught forth, \Ze hope, into the world that changes mammotk?;;: ::::E;Tt ¢three hundred decorated caves 1n th1i region of

s . . e. . Lk is more elementary,

people’s perceptions. And we respond to a poem emotionally. And I . Spain. In some the artwor

think we should take as great a care when we write our theology as we

uniq hern
suthern France and nort basically the same. The earliest
would if we were writing such a poem ... because I do see religion as a Chauvet, dates from about 30,000 BCE, a time when Homo sapiens
kind of art form. :

- 41l these caverns the imagery and layout are
. tionary change in this locality. There
eems 10 havs un‘der'goneo a\?l:tbigrllptv:]‘n?clg mayrl}'yxavea?iulted in social tension.
¢ d‘mm?m I?Zfielye E::hijt the ca:Je art records a “corpus of socially constrl_JcFed
o 'hJS\TOﬂamnﬂj ¢ control ... pictorially encoded Tor storage and transmission
e But the paintngs also express an intensely aesthetic appre-
y fen&fmsztr‘l;ﬂ world. Here we have the eatliest known evidence of an

09‘_231 etem which remained in place for some 5twenty thousand years,
dmlogl;' hS}r.{lse GI:ICS fell into disuse in about 9000 BCE.

H - enerally agreed that these labyrnths were sacred plact.es for the
'[[ e fg me kind of ritual. Some histonans have argued that t}gm
'Ormmce _— tic, but their upkeep alone would have required an immense
’fpumjgpmg::iugtive labor. Some of these sites were 50 deep that it t9ok

}Iﬂf : ulilptheir innermost core. Visiting the caves was dangerous, exhausting,
}JI‘«?;EO rmil and time-consuming. The general consensus is that [he caves were

g'econo’mx & that, as in any temple, their iconography reflected a vision that was
%mm éom that of the outside world® We do not build temples lfke
mxscm ghe modern West. Our worldview is predominanty rauon;l, a:?id :vhi thmlf
ore easily in concepts than images. We md enough to theco ;31 eoi—gﬁc
shistn of a medieval cathedral such as drl::u one in Chartres, so these Pala

an almost insurmountable enge. ) .

rm;ilsfflire are a few clues to aid our understanding. A remarkabl; plilt;r?t
ted to about 12,000 BCE, in a cave at}gcagx known as_ L_hj th'}ylpt ;Ca e ¢

even deeper than the other cavers, dep1c,t3 a large b1soF1 at fiso beet
k 4 by a spear thruost through its hindquarters. Lying in iront o

& wrounded 1 'P in a far e rudimentary style than the ani-
the wounded beast is a man, drawn in a far Inoze THe  the an
imials, with arms outstretched, phallus erect, and wearing what seems to df’: b
hask: his staff, which lies on the ground nearby, is also topped by 2 bird’s etah.
This seemns to be an illustration of a well-known legend and could havedbec?nd ;
founding myth of the sanctuary. The same scene appears on an engrav; ;::n; :
m at nearby Villars and on a sculpted block in a cliff sheleer at P\c?c e Sers neat
imoges, which is five thousand years older than the Lascaux 'pauntlng(.lr‘1 ﬁy— v
milax images in the other caves and three more Palae(ohthic; rock w;ngs in
Africa have been fogu.nd, all showing men confronting animals in a state of rance
ith upraised arms.® They are probably shamans. ‘
k WI; know that s@r_ﬁé)_dgveloped in Africa and Europe during r_h:?1
Palaeolithic period and that it spread to Siberia and thence to Amenca 2

tistralia, where the shaman i still the chief religious practitioner among the

Homo religiosus

When the guide switches off his flashlight in the underground cavemns of Lascaux

in the Dordogne, the effect is overwhelming. “The senses suddenly are wiped

out,” one visitor recalled, “the millennia drop away ... You were never in darker

darkness in your life. It was—I don’t know, just a complete knockout. You dor’c

know whether you are looking north, south, east, or west. All orientation is gone,

and you are in a darkness that never saw the sun.” Nommal daylight conscousness

extinguished, you feel a “dmeless dissociation from every concem and requirement

of the upper world that you have left behind.”* Before reaching the first of the

caves decorated by our Palaeolithic ancestors in the Stone Age, seventeen thousand

years ago, visitors have to stumble for some eighty feet down a sloping tunnel,
sixty-five feet below ground level, penétrating ever more deeply into the bowels
of the earth. Then the guide suddenly turns the beam of his flashlight onto the
ceiling, and the painted animals seem to emerge from the depths of the rock.
A strange beast with gravid belly and long pointed homs walks behind a line of
wild cattle, horses, deer, and bulls that seem simultaneously in motion and at rest,
In all there are about six hundred frescoes and fifieen hundred engravings in

the Lascaux labyrinth. There is a powerful bellowing black stag, a leaping cow,
and a procession of horses moving in the opposite direction. At the entrance to
another long passage known as the Nave, a frieze of elegant deer has been
painted above a rocky ledge so that they appear to be swimming. We see these
images far more clearly than the Palaeolithic artists did, since they had to work
by the light of small flickering lamps, perched precariously on scaffolding that
has left holes in the surface of the wall. They often painted new pictures over
old images, even though there was ample space nearby. It seems that location
was crucial and that, for reasons we cannot fathom, some places were deemed
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4 KAREN ARMSTRONG

indigenous hunting peoples. Even though they have inevitably been influenced

by neighboring civilizations, many of the original structures of these societies,

which were arrested at a stage sinﬁla.r to that of the Palaeolithic, remained intact

until the late nineteenth century.” Today there is a remarkable continuity in the
MC flight all the way from Siberia, through the
Americas to Tierra del Fuego:'” he swoons during a public stance and believes
that he flies through the air to consult the gods about the location of game. In
these traditional societies, hunters do not feel that the species are distinct or per-
manent categories: men can become animals and animals human. Shamans have

ird an i guardians and can converse with the beasts that are revered as
messengers of higher powers."" The shaman’s vision gives meaning to the hunt-
ing and killing of animals on which these societies depend.

The hunters feel profoundly uneasy about slaughtering the beasts, who are
their friends and patrons, and to assuage this anxiety, they surround the hunt
with taboos and prohibitions. They say that long ago the animals made a cove-
nant with humankind and now a god known as the Animal Master regularly
sends flocks from the lower wor be killed on the hunting plains, because the
hunters promised to perform thf rites that will give them posthumous life. Hunters
often abstain from sex before anlegpedition, hunt in a state of ritual purity, and
feel a deep empathy with theiy/prey. In the Kalahari Desert, where wood is scarce,
the Bushmen have to rely oA light weapons that can only graze the skin, so they
anoint their arrows with a fethal poison that kills the animal very slowly. A tribes-
man has to remain with His victim, crying when it cries and participating symboli-

tures. Animal samfm rite of nearly
every rellg10 {s systeml T antiquity, preserved prehistoric hunting ceremonies

¢/ functions™ of ritual is to evoke an anxiety in such a way that the
% ommunity is forced to confront and control it. From the very beginning, it

ock paintngs depict “the world behind this one that we see with our
which the shamans visit during their mystical flights.'* They smear the

golithic paints, and the act of painting itself could have been a ritual of resto-

!® The images may depict the eternal, archetypal animals that take tempo-
rary phys1cal form in the upper wortld. ancient religion was based on what

(’a/f//ﬁ 2 4 éw—a—a/
o |

been called the i@%% because it was present in some forp in
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so many premodern cultures. It sees every single person, object, or experience as a

ﬂ;}f/aﬁilﬂi_ﬂwe_dﬂoﬂd that is more effective and endurng than our
own.'’ When an Australian Aborigine hunts his prey, he feels wholly at one with
First Hunter, caught up, 1n a richer and more potent reality that makes him feel
fully alive and complete.'® Maybe the hunters of Lascaux re-enacted the archetypal
hunt in the caves amid these paintings of the etermnal hunting ground before they
left their tribe to embark on the perilous quest for food.r®

We can, of course, only speculate. Some scholars believe that these caverns
were likely to have been used for the initiation ceremonies that marked the ado-
lescent boy’s rite of passage from childhood to matunty. This type of initiation

~was crucial in ancient religion and is still practiced in traditional societies today.*
When they reach puberty, boys are taken from their mothers and put through
frightening ordeals that transform them into men. The tribe cannot afford the
luxury of allowing an adolescent to “find himself” Western-~style; he has to relio-
quish the dependency of infancy and assume the burdens of adulthood over-
night. To this end, boys are incarcerated in tombs, buried in the earth,
informed that they are about to be eaten by a monster, flogged, circumcised,
and tattooed. If the initation is properly conducted, a youth will be forced to
reach for inner resources that he did not know he possessed. Psychologists tell
us that the terror of such an experience causes a regressive disorganization of
the personality that, if skillfully handled, can lead to a constructive reorganization
of the young man’s powers. He has faced death, come out the other side, and is
now psychologically prepared to risk his life for his people.

But the purpose of the ritual is not simply to turn him into an efficient kill-
ing machine; rather, it is to train hin to kill in the sacred manner. A boy is usn-
ally introduced to the more esoteric mythology of his tribe during his initiation.
He first hears about the Animal Master, the coven: animity of the
beasts, and the rituals that will restore his life while he is undergoing these

fraumatic rites. In these extraordinary circumstances, separated from everything

familiar, he is pushed into a new state of consciousness that enables him to
appreciate the profound bond that links hunter and prey in their common strug-
gle for survival. This is not the kind of knowledge we acquire by purely logical
deliberations, but is akin to the understanding derived from art. A poem, a play,
or, indeed, a great painting has the power to change our perception in ways that
we may not be able to explain logically but that seem incontestably true. We
find that things that appear distinct to the rational eye are in some way pro-

_foundly connected or that a perfectly commonplace object—a chair, a sunflower,
or a pair of boots——has numinous significance. Art involves our emotions, but if
it is to be more than a superficial epiphany, this new insight must go deeper than
feelings that are, by their very nature, ephemeral.

If the historians are right about the function of the Lascaux caves, religion
and art were inseparable from the very beginning. Like art, religion is an attempt
to construct meaning in the face of the relentless pain and injustice of life. As
«n;{nggﬁlgg_cr@ues, men and women fall very easily into despair. They

ave created religions and works of art to help them find value in their lives,

despite all the dispiriting evidence to the contrary. The initiaton experience
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6 KAREN ARMSTRONG

also shows that a myth, like that of the Animal Master, derives much of its
meaning from the rtualized context in which it is inq:u:u:ted.?‘1 It may not be
empirically true, it may defy the laws of logic, but a good myth will tell us some-
thing valuable about the human predicament. Like any work of art, a myth will

ke no sense unless we open ourselves to it wholeheartedly and allow it to
change us. If we hold ourselves aloof] it will remain opaque, incomprehensible,
and even ridiculous.

Religion is hard work. Its insights are not self-evident and have to be culti-
vated in the same way as an appreciation of art, music, or poetry must be devel-
oped. The intense effort required is especially evident in the underground
labyrinth of Trois Fréres at Ariége in the Pyrenees. Doctor Herbert Kuhn, who
visited the site in 1926, twelve years after its discovery, described the frightening
experience of crawling through the tunnel—scarcely a foot high in some
places—that leads to the heart of this magnificent Palaeclithic sanctuary. “I felt
as though I were creeping through a coffin,” he recalled. “My heart is pounding
and it 1s difficult to breathe. It is terrible to have the roof so close to one’s head.”
He could hear the other members of his party groaning as they struggled through
the darkness, and when they finally arrived in the vast underground hall, it felt
“like a redemption.””* They found themselves gazing at a wall covered in spec-
Eguhral‘gralin\gs: mammoths, bison, wild horses, wolverines, and musk oxen;
darts flying everywhere; blood spurting from the mouths of the bears; and a
human figure clad in animal skin playing a flute. Dominating the scene was a
large painted figure, half man, half beast, who fixed his huge, penetrating eyes
on the visitors. Was this the Animal Master? Or did this hybrid creature symbol-
ize the underlying unity of animal and human, natural and divine?

A boy would not be expected to “believe” in the Animal Master before he
entered the caves. But at the culmination of his ordeal, this image would have
made a powerful impression; for hours he had, perhaps, fought his way through
nearly a mile of convoluted passages to the accompaniment of “songs, cries,
noises or mysterious objects thrown from no one knows where,” special effects
that would have been “easy to arrange in such a place.” In archaic thinking,
there is no concept of the supematural, no huge gulf separating human and

__divine, If apriest donned the sacre i irmal pelt to impersonate the
Animal Master, he became a temporary manifestation of that divine power?*
These rituals were not the expression of a “belief” that had to be accepted in
blind faith. As the German scholar Walter Burkert explains, it is pointless to look
for an idea or doctrine behind a rite. In the premodem world, ritual was not the

product of religious ideas; on the contrary, these ide e the product of ritual. ®
Homo religiosus is pragmatic in this sense only; if o ritual n& longer evokes a pro-
conviction of life’s ultimate value, he s ons it. But for twenty

thousand years, the hunters of the regio ead their way through

a5 Wwe

would, without a backward glance, have given it up.
Reeligion<was not something tacked on to the human condition, an optional
extra imposed on people by unscrupulous priests. The desire w cultivate a sense
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of the transcendent may be the defining human characteristic. In about 9000 BCE,
when human beings developed agriculture and were no longeﬁepermﬁ
animal meat, the old hunting rites lost some of their appeal and people ceased

to visit the caves. But they did not discard religion altogether. Instead they devel-

oped a new set of myths and rituals based on the fecundity of the soil that filled

the men and women of the Neolithic age with religious awe 2° Tilling the fields
became a ritual that replaced the hunt, and the nurturing Earth took the place of
the Animal Master. Before the modern period, Wost men and women were nat-
urally inclined to religion and they were prepared to work at it. Today many of

us are no longer willing to make this effort, so the old myths seem arbitrary,

remote 1 ible.

Like art, the truths ipion require the disciplined cultivation of a differ-

ant mode of consciousness. The cave experience always began with the disorien-

sFirabits-of mind. Human beings

are so constituted that periodically they seek out ekstasis, j tepping outside” the

némm. Today people who no longer find it in 2 religiots setting resott to other

ﬁtﬁts: music, dance, art, sex, drugs, or sport. We make a point of seeking out
these experiences that touch us deeply within and lift us momentarily beyond
ourselves. At such times, we feel that we inhabit our humanity more fully than

usual and experience an enhancement of being.

—7Lascaux may seem. impossibly distant from modem religious practice, but we
canmot understand either the nature of the religious quest or our current religious
predicament unless we appreciate iritnali t emerged quite eatly i1A1.the
history of Homo religiosus and continued to animate the major confessional traditions
until the early modem period, when an endrely different kind of religiosity -
emerged in the West during the seventeenth century. To do that we must examine
a number of core prindples that will be of fundamental importance to our story.

The first concerns the nature of the ultimate realicy—later called God,
Nirvana, Brahman, or Dao. In a rocky overhang at Laussel, near Lascaux, there
is a small stone relief that is seventeen thousand years old and was created at
about the same time as the earliest of the nearby cave paintings. It depicts a
woman holding a curved bison’s hom above her head so that it immediately
suggests the dsmg,m right hand lies on her pregnancy. By
this time, people had begun to observe the phases of the moon for pmcticgl put-
poses, but their religion had licde or nothing to do with this protoscientific
observation .of the physical cosmos.?” Instead, material reality was symbolic of
an unseen dimension of existence. The little Venus of Laussel already suggests
an association between the moon, the female cycle, and human reproduction.
In many parts of the world, the moon was linked symbolically with a number
of apparently unrelated phenomena: women, water, vegetation, serpents, an.d
fertilicy. What they all have in common is the regenerative power of life that is
continually able to repew itself. Everything could so easily lapse into nothingness, |
yet each year after the death of winter, trees sprout new leaves, the moon wanes
but always waxes brilliantly once more, and the serpent, a universal symbaol gsf
initiation, sloughs off its old withered skin and comes forth gleaming and fresh.
The female also manifested this inexhaustible power. Ancient hunters revered a

%/0[/1/ v ve la Ww—vlu“' e fat,
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8 KAREN ARMSTRONG

goddess known as the Great Mother. In large stone reliefs at Catalhiiyiik in
Turkey, she is shown giving birth, flanked by boars” skulls and bulls horns—
relics of a successfial hunt. While hunters and animals died in the grim strugple for
sutvival, the female was endlessly productive of new life.

Perhaps these ancient societies were trying to express their sense of what the
German philosopher Martin Heidegger (1899-1976) called “Being,” a fundamental

energy that supports and animates everything that emmcendent. You

uldimate sacred power. It was impossible to define or desciibe because Being is all-
encompassing and our minds are only equipped to deal with particular beings,
“which can merely participate in it in a restricted manner. But cerain objects
became eloquent symbols of the power of Being, which sustained and shope
through them with particular clarity. A stone or a rock (frequent symbols of the
sacred) expressed the stability and durability of Being; the moon, its power of end-
less renewal; the sky, its towering transcendence, ubiquity, and universality.*® None
of these symbols was worshipped for and in jtself. People did not bow down and
worship a rock touf court; the rock was siraply a focus that directed their attention to
the mysterious essence of life. Being bound all things together; humans, animals,
plants, insects, stars, and birds all shared the divine life that sustained the entire cog-
mos. We know, for example, that the ancient Aryan wibes, who had lived on the
Caucasian steppes since about 4500 BCE, revered an invisible, impersonal force
within themselves and all other natugal phenomena. Everything was a manifestation
of this all-pervading “Spirit” (Sanskrit: manya),>

There was, therefore, no belief in a single supreme being in the ancient
world. Any such creature could G y be a being—bigger and better than any-
thing else, perhaps, but stll a finite, incomplete reality. People felt it natural to
imagine a race of spiritual beings of a higher nature than themselves that they
called “gods.” There were, after - all, Tnany unseen forces at work in the
world—wind, heat, emotion, and air—that were ofter, ifie
ous deities. The Aryan god Agni, for example, was
human life, and as a personalized god symbGhzed the deen
With these sacred forces. The Aryans called their gods
becanse Spirit shone through them more brightly than through mortal creat es,
but these gods had no control over the world: they were not omniscient and
were obliged, like everything else, to submit to the transcendent order that
kept everything in existenice, set the stars on their courses, made the seasons fol-
low each other, and compelled the seas to remain within bounds.??

By the tenth century BCE, when some of the Aryans had settled in the
Indian subcontinent, they gave a new name to the ultimate reality, Brahmag
was the unseen principle that enabled all things to grow and flourish™ Tt was a
power that was higher, deeper, and more fundamental than the gods, Because
it transcended the limitations of personality, it would be entirely Inappropriate
to pray to Brahman or expect it to answer your prayers. Brahman was the sacred
energy that held all the disparate elements of the world together and prevented it

ity people felt \YY
ne shin.ing ones”’ (dgym) A

R v ywe 4
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from falling apart. Brahman had an infinitely greater d-egree of re;.a_liry than mot‘t;lg
tures, whose lives were limited by ignorance, sickness, pain, and d.ea.th.

;’Iz?l c01.;1d never define Brahman because language refers only to individual
beings and Brahman was “the All”; it was everything that existed, as well as the
i ing of all exdstence.

meii\ljelrelmzlhltlnigh human beings could not think about the Brahman, they had
intimations of it in the hymns of the Rig Veda, the most important of th:h Aryari
scriptures. Unlike the hunters of Lascaux, the Aryans do not seem to have Oﬁg}:
readily in images. One of their chief syxnbc?ls of the divine was sountc},t}:v Zutj
power and intangible quality scemed a particulardy apt embodiment o . e;ﬁu I

ervasive Brahman., When the prest chanted th_eled.l/(fhymns; the rm.1sgc1

fhe air and entered the consciousness of the congregation so that they felt sur-

i ith divini aled to ancient “seers”
ded by and infused with divinity. These hymus, reve ¢
Ezslz;:)edidynot speak of doctrines that the faithful were obliged to believe, but

referred to the old myths in an allusive, nddhng fashion becaus.ealthe tmd; ;}:;y
were trying to convey could not be contained in a neatly log1fc prejier(;e]-i ht.
Their beauty shocked the audience into a state MOnder, e:?r,al an gha t
They had to puzzle out the underlying ‘sigruﬁcance of th{:se paradoxic po;llrz.:i hat
yoked together apparently unrelated things, }Jlust a: th;:wl}idgen Brahman p
i i into a coherent w. ’

dlspa]?i:h:lge EZnSni leihulrry‘,rcgz Elr;(;lrmn priests developed the Brahmodya com-
petition, which would become a model (i au;hen;:ic r;ﬁgo:hseilsgzzr;in 6;11151; ircigi; ’
“testants olng on a retreat in the forest, where rmed

;S;[:lizsef ei?hbl gfnstflg and breath control, that concentrated their ~mlnIds a.nj

induced a different type of consciousness. Then the contest could begm.hints igo
| was to find a verbal formula to define the Brahman, in the process pus g ?511—
guage as far as it could go, until it finally broke down and pfeop]e‘becan@ vivi %’_
aware of the ineffable, the other The challenger asked an enigmatic clluePsItﬁn, a’.n»
his opponent had to reply in a way that was apt but egually mscmt:.ab t(;la e wlr; :
ner was the contestant who reduced his opponents to silence—and in that rnonz. N
of silence, when language revealed its inadequacy, the Brahman was present; i

i i i d, therefore, but a transcen-
The ultimate reality was not a personalized go ; b
dent mystery that could never be plumbed. The Chinese called it the Dao, the
|

/ became manifest only in the stunning realization of the impotence of speech.

6 w4 fandamental “Way” of the cosmos. Because it comprised the whole of reality,

a0 had no qualides, no form; it could be experenced but never seen; it
vd;:s]iot a god; i::1 predated heaven and earth aind was beygnd d(glnmtz;tzcc)z
could not say anything about the Dao, becaust? it transcendt‘: or arzr emgfar
ries: it was more ancient than antiquity and yet it was not old; bec_:}l.llse xb ex;vn far
beyond any form of “existence” known to humans, it w;s ntel ;:1 el il nor
nonbeing.36 It contained all the myriad patterns, forms, and poten 7 thar mad
the world the way it was and guided the enc%less flux of changtili an, beco) tha%
that we see all around us. It existed atha l[))omt wherlﬁe jiln ;he stinc

ize our normal modes of thought became irre . _

Charirclwtl}jliel\;iddle East, the region in which the Western mogoth;lmms Akl\;vazﬂai
develop, there was a similar notion of the ultimate. In Mesopotamia, the
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word for “divinity” was ilam, a radi

the “holy ones” because their symboalic stores, effigies, and cults evoked the radi-
ance of ellu within their worshippers. The people of Israel called their patronal
deity, the “holy one” of Istael, Elohim, a Hebrew variant on el that summed
up everything that the divine conld meun for human beirigs. But holiness was
not confined to the gods. Anything that came into contact with divinity could
become holy too: a priest, a king, or a temple—even the sacred utensils of the
cult. In the Middle East, people would have found it far too constricting to limit
ilam to a single god; instead, they imagined a Divine Assembly, a council of gods
of many different ranks, who worked together to sustain the cosmos and expressed
the multifaceted complexity of the sacred.?

People felt a yearning for th intuited its presence all around them,
and went to great lengths to cultivate their sense of this transcendence in creative
rituals. But they also felt estranged from it. Almost every culture has developed a
myth of a lost paradise from which mermd women were cjected at the begin-

- B — - . « -
ning of tifie. Tt expressed an inchoate conviction that life Was niot meant to be so

fragmented, hard, and full of pain. There must have been a time when people
“had enjoyed a greater share in the fullness of being and had not been subject to
sorrow, disease, bereavement, loneliness, old age, and death. This nostalgia
informed the cult of “sacred geography,” one of the oldest and most universal
religious ideasCertain places that stood out in some way from the norm—Ilike the
labyrinthine caverns of the Dordogne—seemed to speak of “something else. "2
The sacred place was one of the earliest and most ubiquitous symbols of the
divine. It was a sacred “center” that brought heaven and earth together and
where the m particularly effective. :

A popular image, found in many cultures, imagined this fructifying, sacred
energy welling up like a spring from these focal Places and flowing, in four
sacred rivers, to the four quarters of the earth. People would settle only in sites
where the sacred had once become manifest because they wanted to live as
closely as possible to the wellsprings of being and become as whole and complete
as they had been before they were gjected fTfom paradise: Too

This brings us to the second principle of premodern religion. Refgious dis-
course was not intended to be understood literally because it was only possible to
speak about a reality that transcended e in symbolic terms. The story of
WM&W@ event. People
were not expected to “believe” it in the abstract; like any mythos, it depended
upon the rituals associated with the cult of a particular holy place to make what
it signified a reality in the lives of participants.

The same applies to the creation myth that was Cmmnt\reﬁgio\n
and has now become controversial in the - Western world because the Genesis
story seems to clash with modemn science. But until the early modem period,
nobody read a cosmology as a literal account of the origins of life. In the ancient

world, it was inspired by an acute sense of the contingency and frailty of

anscended any particular deity.
The gods were not the source of ilam but, like everything else, could only reflect
it. The chief characteristic of this “divinity” was ellu (“holiness™), a word that had
connotations of “brightness,” “pufy™" “luminosity.” The gods were called

,‘
7 MA«LL‘OW‘?

>k
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liziretq ¢ .
“existence. Why had anything come into being at all, when there ?ould so easily
have been nothing? There has neﬁ;b%n—“mwﬁm%z ©
this question, but people continue to ask it, pushing t'helr minds to th(? Ct (‘>_
what we can know. One of the earliest and most universal of the ancuent:f t(ﬁ
mologies is particularly instructive to us today. It was thought th.at one of the
ds, known as the “High God” or “Sky God” because he dwelt in the g;;rrhest
%:ac};es of the heavens, had single-handedly cre:fted Eeaven a,I,ld earth. bThe
Aryans called him Dyaeus Pitr, the Chinese Tian (_I—Ieaven”)i the Aml:m}i
Allah (“the God™), and the Syrians El Elyor.1 (“Most ngh Qod ). But the Hig
God proved to be an unviable deity, and his myth was jettisoned. '
It suffered from an internal contradiction. Hox';v.could a mere b.e —"
such a lofty one—be responsible for being itse As if in response to tlns.(c;bjzccln?;;,
people tded to elevate the High God to a special plane. »I—Ie ‘was consi erhad
exalted for an?ﬁx%@ﬁﬁcm were performed in his honor; he d no
priests, no temples, and virtually no mythology of h]s own. People ca]:lt?d dc;l'l hJ.lrln in
an emergency, but otherwise he scarcely ever impinged on thCL‘l y lives.
Reduced to 2 mere explanation—to what would iater Ee called Flist Qame 05
Prime Mover—he became Deus otiosus, a “nseless” or “superflucus ldex'tyT atﬁ
gradually faded from the consciousness of his people. In most mytho 0%165, e
High God is often depicted as a passive, helpless figure; unable to contro evenrs.,f
he retreats to the periphery of the pantheon and ﬁnal_ly fades away.’Today some ;
the indigenous peoples—Pygmies, Aboriginal Australians, and Fuegmnls—ja]so hspi1
of a High God who created heaven and earth, l?ut, they tell anthropo. oglsts’,’me as
died or disappeared; he “no longer cares” and ° has- gone far away &?2 us.” )
No god can sutvive unless he or she is acma]{zed b Fhe ractical activi dc?
dtual, and people often turm against gods who fail to deliver. The High Go 1.}
often mythologically deposed, sometimes violently, by a younger gendera?on c::
more dynamic deities—gods of storm, grain, or war—who s‘?mbohzi re e\lr)an s
important realities. In Greek mythos, the High Goq Uranus (“Heaven™) Wa; I;;—
tally castrated by his son Kronos. Later Kronos h1m5e¥f was overthrowr}bl y his
own son Zeus, head of the younger gods, who lived more accessibly }?ar:
Mount Olympus. In our own day, the God of the monotheistic tradiion 2
often degenerated into a High God. The rites and practices that oncti rﬁa e
him a persuasive symbol of the sacred are no longer CECC.UVC, and Peopz aa\-rle
stopped participating in them. He has therefore bfecome“otm;us, an et}’olate real-
ity who for all intents and purposes has indew .
In the ancient world, the High God myth was replaced by more rel evanf
creation stories that were never regarded as ﬁcm?l. As one of the later ilymr;ls o
the Rig Veda insists, nobody—not even the h.lghfest deva—c?uld ex; @b ow
something had issued from nothing.*! A good creation myt%l did notthesc:u e axz
event in the distant past but told people something essential about the pr&szzlt
It reminded them that things often had to get wome before they got b;tte}ll:,d ;
creativity demanded self-sacrifice and hegoic struggle, and t}nt ev<':rybo y aund
work hard to preserve the energies of the cosmos a.nd establish society on a sot -
foundation. A creation story was primarily therapeutic. People wanted to ta;lp; u;LV °
the massive implosion of energy that had—somehow-—brought the wo
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know into being, so they would recite i%tm%theywere in need of L/‘/L - ammuddied the water, the gods were nameless, natureless, futureless.”™ But new

gods emerged, each pair more distinct than the last, culminating in the splendid

V‘/‘M __Marduk, the Sun God and the most developed specimen of the divine species.

an infusion of sacred potency: during a polidcal crisis, at a sickbed, or when they \NH

0
were building a new house. The cteation myth was often re-enacted during the .z

New Year ceremonies, when the old year was ebbing away. Nobody felt obliged
to “believe” in a particular cosmology; indeed, each culture usually had several cre-
ation stories, each of which had its own lesson to impart, and people thought noth-
ing of making up a new one if their circumstances changed.
Once people had abandoned the myth of the High God, there was no con-
W@C nihilo) in the ancient world. A god conld
only assist a creative process that was already well under way. In the tenth century,
another Indian rishi suggested that the world had been set in motion by a primor-
_ dial sacrifice—something that made sense in India, where new vegetaion was
often seen to sprout from a rotting tree so that it was not unnatural to think of
death resulting in new life. The rishi imagined the Purusha (;’Person”), the first,
archetypal human being, striding of his own free will to the place of sacrifice and
allowing the gods to put him to death; thence everything—animals, horses, cattle,
heaven, earth, sun, moon, and even some of the gods—emerged from his
corpse.* This mythos encapsulated an important truth: we are at our most creative
when we do not cling to e pre to give ourselves away.
The cosmology was not influenced by current scientific speculation because
it was exploring the interior rather than the external world. The priests of Meso~
potamia undertook the first successful astronomical observations, noting that the
seven celestial bodies they sighted—later known as Sun, Moon, Mercury, Venus,
Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn—moved in an apparently circular path through the
constellations. But the chief inspiration behind their creation myth was their pio-

_necring town planning.™ The first cities had been established in Sumer i the

7

Fertile Crescent in about 3500 BCE; it was an enterprise that required enommons _

__courage and perseverance, as time and time again, the mud-brick buildings were
swept away by the flooding of the Tigtis and the Euphrates. Constantly it

seemed that the Sumerians’ fragile urban civilization would sink back into the
old rural barbarism, so the city needed a regular infission of sacred energy. And
yet it seemed such an extraordinary achievement that the city was extolled as a
holy place. Babylon was the “Gate of the gods” (Babi-lani), where heaven and
carth could meet; it re-created the lost paradise, and the ziggurat, or temple
tower, of Esagila replicated the cosmic mountain or the sacred tree, which the
first men and women had climbed to meet their gods.**
It 1s difficult to understand the creation story in Genesis without reference to
the Mesopotamian creation hymn known from its opening words as the Ensma
_Elish. This poem begins by describing the evolution of the gods from primordial
sacred rnatter and their subsequent creation of heaven and earth, but it is also a
meditation on contemporary Mesopotamia. The raw material of the universe,
from which the gods emerge, is a sloppy, undefined _substance—very like the
silty soil of the region. The first gods—Tiamat, the primal Ocean; Apsu, the
“Abyss”; and Mummu, “Womb” of chaos—were inseparable from the elements
and shared the inertia of aboriginal barbarism and the formlessness of chaos:
“When sweet and bitter mingled together, no reed was phited, no rushes

But Marduk could not establish the cosmos untl he had overcome the sluggish
tormmY he stood astride Tiamat’s mas-
sive carcass, split her in two to make heaven and earth, and created the first man
by mixing the blood of one of the defeated gods with a handful of dust. After
this triumph, the gods could build the city of Babylon and establish the ritual
“from which the universe receives its structure, the hidden world is made plain,
and the gods assigned their places.”*®

There was no ontological gulf separating these gods from the rest of the cos-
mos; everything had emerged from the same sacred stuff. All beings shared the
same predicament and had to participate in a ceaseless battle against the destructive
lethargy of chaos. There were similar tales in neighboring Syria, where Baal, god
of storm and life-giving rain, had to fight the sea dragon Lotan, symbol of chaos,
Yam, the primal sea, and Mot, god of sterility, in order to establish civilized life.*
The Israelites also told stories of their god Yahweh slaying sea monsters to order

the cosmos.*® In Babylon, theEnuma Elish was chanted on the fourth day of the —
New Year festival in Esagila, a re-enactment that symbolically condnued the pro-

cess Marduk had begun and that activated this sacred energy. There was a ritual-
ized mock battle and a saturnalia that re-created the lawlessness of chaos. In archaic
spirituality, a symbolic return to the formless “nothingness” of the beginning was
indispensable to any new creation.*” It was possible to move forward only if you
had the courage to let go of the present, unsatisfactory state of affairs, sink back
into the potent corfusion of the beginning, and begin again.

As life became more settled, people had the leisure to develo ore inte-
rior spirituality. The Indian Aryans, always in the vanguard of religious change,

“pioneered this trend, achieving the groundbreaking discovery that the Brahman,

being itself, was also the ground of the human psyche. The transcendent was

“neither extemal nor alien to humanity, but the two were inextricably connected.
This insight would become central to the religious quest in all the major tradi-
tions. In the early Upanishads, composed in the seventh century BCE, the search
for this sacred Self (afman) became central to Vedic spintuality. The Upanishadic
sages did niot ask their disciples to “believe” this but put themn through an initia-
tion whereby they discovered it for themselves in a series of spintual exercises
that made them look at the world differently. This practically acquired knowl-
edge brought with it a joyous liberation from fear and anxdety.

We have a precious glimpse of the way this initiation was carried out in
the Chandogya Upanishad. Here the great sage Uddalaka Aruni slowly and
patiendy brings this saving insight to birth within his son Shvetaketa and has him
perform a ser : ost famous of these experiments, Shvetaketu
had to leave a lump of salt in a beaker of water overnight and found, of course,
that even though the salt had dissolved, the water still tasted salty. “You, of
course, did not see it there, son,” Uddalaka pointed out, “yet it was always
right there.” So too was the invisible Brahman, essence and inner self of the
entire world. “And you are that, Shvetaketu.”® Like the salt, the Brahman
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14 KAREN ARMSTRONG

* could not be seen but was manifest in every single living thing. It was the subtle

essence in the tiny banyan seed, from which a giant tree would grow, yet when

Shvetaketu dissected the seed, he could not see anything at all. The Brahman
was also the sap in every part of the tree that gave it life, and yet it could
never be pinned down or analyzed.®’ All things shared the same essence, but
most people did not realize this. They imagined they weretnique and special
and clung to these particularities—often with extreme ‘anxiety ani expenditure

~of effort- But i realify these qualities were no more dumable than rivers that
flowed into the same sea. Once they must the
ocean,” and no longer asserted their individuality by insisting “I am that dver,”
“I am this rver.” “In exactly the same way, son,” Uddalaka pemisted, “when all
these creatures reach the Existent, they are not aware that: “We are reaching the
Existent.” Whether they were tigers, wolves, or gnats, they all merged into—

" Brahman. To hold on to the mundare self, therefore, was a delusion that led
inescapably to pain, frustration, and confusion, which one could escape only by
acquiring the deep, liberating knowledge that the Brahman was their atman, the
truest thing about them.*

The Upanishadic sages were among the first to articulate another of the uni-
versal principles of religion—-one that had already been touched upon in the
Purusha myth. The truths of religion are accessible only when you are prepared
to get rid of the selfishness, greed, and self-preoccupation that, perhaps inevita-
bly, are ingrained in our thoughts and behavior but are also the source of so
much of our pain. The Greeks would call this process kenosis, “emptying.”
Once you gave up the nervous craving to promote yourself, denigrate others,
draw attention to your unique and special qualities, and ensure that you were
first in the pecking order, you experienced an immense peace. The first Upanishads
were written at a time when the Aryan communites were m the early stages of
urbamization; logos had enabled them to master their environment. But the sages
reminded them that there were some things—old age, sickness, and death~—that
they could not control; things—such as their essential self—that lay beyond their
intellectual grasp. Whern, as a result of carefully crafted spidtual exercises, people
learned not only to accept but to embrace this unknowing, they found that they
experienced a sense of release.

The sages began to explore the complexities of the human psyche with
remarkable sophistication; they had discovered the unconscious long before
Freud. But the atman, the deepest core of their personality, eluded them. Pre-
cisely because it was identical with the Brahman, it was indefinable. The atman
had nothing to do with our normal psycho-mental states and bore no resem-
blance to anything in our ordinary experience, so you could speak of it only in
negative terms. As the seventh-century sage Yajnavalkya explained: “About this
Self [atman] one can only say ‘not ... not’ [net ... neti].”>

You can’t see the Seer who does the seeing. You can’t hear the Hearer
who does the hearing; you can’t think with the Thinker who does the
thinking; and you can’t perceive the Perceiver who does the perceiving.
This Self within the All [Brahman] is this atman of yours.”*

HOMO RELIGIOSUS 15

Like the Brahmodya, any discussion of the atman in the Upanishads always
ended in silence, the numinous acknowledgment that the uldmate reality was
beyond the competence of language. N -

Authentic religious discourse could not lead to clear, distinct, and empirically
verified truth. Like the Brahman, the atman was “ungraspable.” You could define
something only when you saw it as separate from yourself. But “whn?n the Whole
[Brahman] has become a person’s very self, then who is there for him l:,c:5 5see and
by what means? Who is there for me to think of and \?y ?vhat mea}ns? ' But if
you leamned to “realize” the truth that your most authentic * Selfwa'xs identical with
Brahman, you understood that it too was “beyond hunger a.fld‘ ch.ust, sorow and
delusion, old age and death.”® You could not achieve this @ght‘by mmoneg
logic. You had to acquire the knack of thinking outside thc? ordinary jowercase
self. and like any craft or skill, this required long, hard, dedicated prz?cnce. '

One of the principal technologies that enabled people to achieve this seli_f—
forgetfulness was yoga.>” Unlike the yoga practiced in Wes‘ten} gyms today,‘ it
was not an aerobic exercise but a systematic breakdown of instinctive behavior

and normal thought pattems. It was mentally demanding and, initially, physically

~painful. The yogin had to do the opposite of what came naturally. He sat so sall

that he seemed more like a plant or a statue than a human being; he conu(?ﬂed
his respirati(SrT,Me most automatic and essential of our physical functions,

unitil he acquired the ability to exist for long periods without breathing at all. He
learned to silence tﬁe/tﬁo—ughtswﬂrough his mind and concentrate

@” for bours at a tme. If he pemevered, he found that he achieved

2 dissolution of ordinary consciousness that extracted the “I” from his thinking.

To this day, yogins find that these disciplines, which have measurable p.hy'51—
cal and neurological effects, evoke a sense oww
that is comparable to the effect of music. There is a feeling of expansiveness
and bliss, which yogins regard as entirely natural, possible for anybody who‘ has

m&nd application. As the “I” disappears, the most .humdmm objects
reveal wholly unexpected qualities since they are no longer viewed thr?ugh the
distorting filter of one’s own egotistic needs and desires. When she mt?dlmted on
the teachings of her guru, a yogin did not simply accept them nouor‘l‘a]l.y' blit
experienced them so vividly that her knowledge was, as the texts say, direct™;
bypassing the logical processes like any practically acquired skill, it had become
part of her inner world.*® ‘

But yoga also had an ethical dimension. A begm.ner. was not allowed to per-
form a single yogic exercise until he had completed an mtcnﬁve mox?l program.
Top of the list of its requirements was ahimsa, “nonvmlence._ A yogin must not
swat 2 mosquito, make an irmitable gesture, or speak un.kmdl.y to othefs but
should maintain constant affability to all, even the most annoying monk in the
community. Until his gura was satisfied that this had become second natur.e, a
yogin could not even sit in the yogic position. A great de?.l of~ the aggression,
frustration, hostility, and rage that mars our peace of rru.nd is Fhe fesult of
thwarted egotism, but when the aspiring yogin became proﬁc1ent in this 'selﬂfssg
equanimity, the texts tell us that he would experience “md?scnbable joy.
Their experience of yoga led the sages to devise 2 new creaton myth. In the
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beginning, there was only a single Person, who looked around him and discov—
ered that he was alone. In this way, he became aware of himself and cried: “Here
[ am!” Thus the “L” the ego principle, was bom. Immediately the Person
became afraid, because we instinctively feel that we must protect the fragile
ego from anything that threatens it, but when the Person remembered that
because he was alone, there was no such threat, his fear left him. But he was
lonely, so he split his body in two to create a man and 2 woman, who together
gave birth to every single being in the cosmos “down to the very ants.” And the
Person realized that even though he was no longer alone, there was still nothing
to fear. Was he not identical with Brahman, the All? He was one with all the
things that he had made; indeed, he was himself his own creation.®® He had even
created the gods, who were essentially a part of himself5!

Even now, if 2 man knows “I am brahman’ in this wa , he becomes thi
_whole world. Not even the gods are able to prevent it, for he becomes their
very se n]. So when a man venerates another deity, thinking, “He is
one, and I am another,” he does not understand.%2 This insight, Yajnavalkya
explained, brought with it a joy comparable to that of sexual intercourse, when
one loses all sense of duality and is “oblivious to ev i ithi ] £.76%
But you would not have this experience unless you had performed the yogic
exercises. Other traditions would also find that these fundamental principles
were indispensable: Buddhism, Jainism, Confucianism, and Daoism, as well as
the three monotheistic faiths of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Each had its
own unique genius and distinctive vision, each its peculiar flaws. But on these
central principles they would all agree. Religion was not a notional matter.
The Buddha, for example, had little time for theological speculation. One of
his monks was a philosopher manqué and, instead of getting on with his yoga,
constantly pestered the Buddha about metaphysical questions: Was there a god?
Had the world been created in time or had it always existed? The Buddha told
him that he was like a man who had been shot with a poisoned arrow and
refused medical treatment until he had discovered the name of his assailant
and what village he came from. He would die before he got this perfectly useless
information. What difference would it make to discover that a god had created
the world? Pain, hatred, grief, and somow would still exist. These issues were
fascinating, but the Buddha refused to discuss them because they were irrelevant;
“My disciples, they will not help you, they are not useful in the quest for holifiess

they do not lead to peace and to the direct knowledge of Nirvana.”**

The Buddha always refused to define Nirvana, because it could not be under-
stood notionally and would be inexplicable to anybody who did not undertake his
practical regimen of meditation and compasion. But anybody who did commit
him- or herself to the Buddhist way of life could attain Nirvana, which was an
M Sometimes, however, Buddhists would speak of Nirvana
using the same kind of imagery as monotheists use for God: it was the “Truth,”
the “Other Shore,” “Peace,” the “Everlasting,” and “the Beyond.” Nirvana was a
still center that gave mear ife, an oasis of calm, and a source of strength that
you discovered in the depths of your own being. purely mundane terms, it was
“nothing,” because it cotresponded to no reality that we could recognize in our
— TEE A 7

s
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egofdominated existence. But those who had managecsleto find this sacred peace
discovered that they lived an immeasurably richer life. There: wis no question
of “believing” in the existence of Nirvana or ta];ing it “on feuth.y The Buddha
had no time for abstract doctrinal formulations divorced from acm‘)‘n, In.deec}: to
accept a dogma on somebody else’s authority. was what he ca]led- unslelfuld or
«urhelpful”® (akusala). It could not lead to enlightenment becausp it amOT.lﬂtg tg
an abdication of personal responsibility. Faith meant trust thaf Nirvana existed an
2 determination to realize it by every practical means in one’s power. ’
Nirvana was the natural result of a life lived according to the' Bl:lddha s dc_)cm
trine of anatta (“no self”), which was not sitnply a ¥netaphy51c:§l principle blaz hte
all his teachings, a program of action. M@Mﬂi}éﬁe ynly
day, hour by hour, as dloughctlﬁﬁl%_otems‘t_ T’}’loughis of se noa;s only
led to “unhelpfil” (akusals) preoccupation with “me” and “mine, bI:JI odto
envy, hatred of rivals, conceit, pride, cruelty, and:—~vyhen ~the’ self.et En er
threat—violence. As a monk became expert in cultivating this dispassion, he no

interjected his ego into passing mental states buwgﬂ}@
zlag?l;iresgas transient g:md renI:ote henomena. He was then ripe for ?jnhghten—
mﬁraMgs disappear, he experiences the
release of the mind.”®” The texts indicate that when the Bud.dha s ﬁmt disciples
heard about anaita, their hearts were filled with joy and they 1rnmed1.ate:ly expe-
denced Nirvana. To live beyond the reach of hatred, greed, and anxieties about
ved to be a profound relief. o

o ;tz}lrnfl‘:rfgloe Eest way ofpachieving anatta was compassion, the ability to fee! wtt,h :
the other, which required that one dethrone the self from the center of one’s
world and put another there. Compassion would bc_come the central practice
of the religious quest. One of the first people to make it crysr:al clear that holiness
was inseparable from altruism was the Chinese sage Confucius (551-479 BCE).
He preferred not to speak about themy beyond the compe-
tence of language, and theological chatter was a MWEW

“of religion.** He used to say: “My Way has one thread that runs right throu‘g it.
There were no abstruse metaphysics; everything always came back .to the impor-
tance of treating others with absolute respect.® It~ was epitomized in the GO]S%%

Rule, which, he said, his disciples should practice “all day and ever?’r7 1day :
“Never do to others what you would not like them to do‘ to you.”’" They
should look into their own hearts, discover what gave them pain, and then refuse

under any circumstance whatsoever to inflict that pain on anybody else.

Religion was a W: The trac}monal ﬂ?tu;]s
of China enabled an individual to bumish and refine his humanity so that he
became a junzi, a “mature person.” A junzi was not bom but crafted; he had
to work on himself as a sculptor shaped a rough stone and fna’de it a thing o;'
beauty. “How can [ achieve this?” asked Yan Hui, Confucius’s most taler'lteal
disciple. It was simple, Confucius replied: “Curb your ego and surrtender to nr}1d
(li).”72 A junzi must submit every detail of his life to the ~a.n::lerlt rites of cglnm 2
eration and respect for others. This was the answer to China’s political problems:

—$}f 3 ruler could carb his ego and submit to /i for a single day, everyone under

- ’273
Heaven would respond to his goodness.



S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 


18 KAREN ARMSTRONG

The practice of the Golden Rule “all day and every day” would bring
human beings into the state that Confucius called rer, a word that would later
be described as “benevclence™ but that Confucius himself refused to define
because it could be understood only by somebody who had acquired it. He pre-
ferred to remain silent about what lay at the end of the religious joumey. The
practice of ren was an end in itself; it was itself the transcendence you sought.

Yan Hui expressed this beautifully"when he spoke of the endless struggle to
achieve ren “with a deep sigh.”
—

The more I strain my gaze towards it, the higher it soars. The deeper

I bore down into it, the harder it becomes. I see it in front, but suddenly
it is behind. Step by step, the Master skil[l|fully lures one on. He has
broadened me with culture, restrained me with ritual. Even if | wanted
to stop, I could not. Just when I feel that I have exhausted every
resource, something seems to rise up, standing over me sharp and clear.
Yet though I long to pursue it, I can find no way of getting to it at all.”*

Living a compassionate, empathetic life took Yan Hui beyond himself, giv-
ing him momentary glimpses of = szcred Teality that was not umnlike the “God”
worshipped by monotheists. It was both immanent and transcendent: it welled
up from within but was also experienced as an external presence “standing over
me sharp and clear.”

Religion as defined by the great sages of India, China, and the Middle East was
not a notional activity but a practical one; it did not require belief in a set of doc-~

" trines but rather hard, disciplined work, without which any religious teaching
rermained opaque and incredible. The ultimate reality was not a Supreme Being—
an idea that was quite alien to the religious sensibility of antiquity; it was an
all-encompassing, wholly transcendent reality that lay beyond neat doctrinal formu-
lations. So religious discourse should not attempt to impart clear information about
the divine but should lead to an appreciation of the limits of language and under-
standing. The ultimate was not alien to human beings but mseparable from our
humanity. It could not be accessed by rational, discursive thought but required a
carefully cultivated state of mind and the abnegation of selfishness.
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QUESTIONS FOR MAKING CONNECTIONS
WITHIN THE READING

In “Homo teligiosus,” Armmstrong takes us back to the roots of religion in
the Paleolithic era. The porirait she paints might surprise many readers. “In
archaic thinking,” she argues, “there [was] no concept of the supematural,
no huge gulf separating human and divine,” There was “no belief in a single
supremne being,” and indeed belief itself was beside the point because reli-
gion was openly understood as a myth, not a literal truth. Reread the
chapter and carefully note the many differences between religion then and
religion now. Next, ge back and look for the contnuites. In spite of the
differences, would you say that much of the Paleolithic legacy survives to
this day? Can we conclude that religion has become more mature and
sophisticated, or is it possible that we have lost touch with what religion
actually represents? Where does Armstrong herself seem to stand on this final
question?
Whether we are looking at the Middle East, ancient China, or the culture of
Aryan peoples who came off the steppes and settled in India, Armstrong
insists that religion was “a matter of doing rather than thinking.” But what
exactly does she mean by “doing”™? What kinds of activites might religion
have entailed in ancient times? Start with the ancient shamans whose
activities are hinted at by the frescoes at Chauvet, and then follow the
historical thread until you reach Heidegger. Clearly, religious activities are
meant to enhance ordinary life, but at the same time they appear to involve
forms of behavior that are quite distinct from everyday existence. How do
the mundane and the sacred interact in the history of religious “doing™?
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One central concern of “Homo religiosus™ is the self in its connections to
the universe as a whole. Even though religion in our time is quite com-
monly understood in terms of a personal relationship with God, Armstrong
emphasizes the importance of what the ancient Greeks called ekstasis, a
“stepping outwside the norm,” and kenosis, the “emptying” of the self. In
what way does self-emptying connect the individual with the “sacred
energy” of the universe? How might the experience of “nothingness” make
people more alive and creative? What gets lost, in Armstrong’s view, when
we imagine the “ultimate reality” as a “Supreme Being™?

QUESTIONS FOR WRITING

According to Ammsirong, “All ancient religion was based on what has been
called the perennial philosophy, because it was present in some form in so
many premodern cultures.” To support this claim she looks at religion among
such disparate groups as the Australian Aborigines, the ancient Aryans and
Chinese, the peoples of the Middle East, and the ancient Greeks. While their
belief systems can appear quite dissimilar today, Armstrong points to underying
commonalities. For example, just as the Aryans thought of their gods as
devgs or shining ones, so the forerunners of the Abrahamic faiths—Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam—used the world {latn, meaning “radiant power,” to
describe their own deities. What are the implications of these parallels? Have
<We pUt 50 great an ermphasis on the differences that we have lost touch with
the greater unity? What factors might explain the emphasis on such differences?

One theme of Armstrong’s recent work has been the distinction berween
two forms of knowing that she calls logos and mythos. Logos describes a kind
of truth that strives for objectivity through the use of critical reason, while
mmEEemvc sense
of separateness from the world and other living beings. Though past societies
undexstood the distinction between the two, Armstrong contends that in our
time both skeptics and religious people treat mythos as a set of objective
chmmmmmﬁd
have a place in our lives today? Is it really possible for us to keep mythos

separate from loges? Flow might the two become confusedy and what
dangers might arise from confusing them?

QUESTIONS FOR MAKING CONNECTIONS
BETWEEN READINGS
‘What might Armstrong have to say about our relationship with technology

as it is described by Sherry Turkle in Selections from Alorte Together:
Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each Other? One place
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to start in developing your responseé might be this passage from

“Homo religiosus”:
Human beings are so constituted that periodically they seek out
elestasis, 2 “stepping outside” the norm. Today people who no lg;;ger
find [ekstasis) in a religious setting resort to other ogtlets: music, dance,
art, sex, drugs, or sport. We make 2 point of §eekmg out thcsAe
experiences that touch us deeply within and lift us mo‘mencanly .

ond ourselves. At such timnes, we feel that we inhabit our bumamty

more fully than usual and experience an enhancement of being.

. .
Can our attitude toward technology be defined as religious n Ar;'ns‘(tIongd ;es
sense of the word? Think about the popular notion of‘ ‘t11;1fe singu T:,Z yO—I:d
that qualify as religious? Does our current techr}ology ﬁ:]ils”.?..o yb
ourselves” and allow us to “inhabit our humanity more fully" r(,)f eyksmm
contrast, does our reliance on technology amount to 2 vex;s]ion of el

a contraction rather than an opening? Have machines fak?en ep ©

the anim: t once fgured in our rituals and mystenes?. If we are no
longer connecting to nature, what are we connecting to:

igi ing” matter of
Armstrong sees religion as “matter of doing” rather than a mal

allegiance to unchanging behiefs. Reread her chapter jand carert?l}lﬁﬂy rtloteothe
many different forms of “doing” she explores, from !:'1(113.1 sacf ce to yoga.
In what sense might we understand premodem religion as a OH;: o P
psychotherapy of the kind practiced. today by Mm:-tha f?tout, aut lci)r‘ous
“When 1 Woke Up Tuesday Moming, It Was Friday™? We% .
practices possibl desipned to overcome dissociated states and the ?pst; t; e0g1
that they cause? Or does religion actually gnmaauoné :
answer to this last question is yes, what might l:fe the purpose of turmng
away from the here and now, at least temporarily?
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