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KAREN ARMSTRONG 

IN 1981, KAR.EN 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 "worn out by years of struggle," and then spent the 
intervening years pursuing a doctorate in literature and teaching at an English 
girls' school. Although her first book was a milestone, Armstrong has described 
her life's real turning 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 
W estemers-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 rnisperceptions and 
religious misunderstandings. She has written a number of books that explore 
relations among Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, including Holy War: The 
Crusades and Their Impact on Today's World (1991); Mohammed: A Biography ef 
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 modem societies. 

The selection that follows comes from The Case for God (2009), in which 
Annstrong, a self-described "freelance monotheist," responds to the writings of 
New Atheists Richard Dawkins, Daniel C. Dennett, Sam Harris, Victor]. 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, 
assumes 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 diiferently---as mythos, a 
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2 KAREN ARMSTRONG 

symbolic language meant to transform our consciousness and our ways of bein 
As she told an interviewer in 2008, she sees religion as "poetry": g, 

Now a poet spends a great deal of time listening to his unconscious, and 
slowly calling up a poem word by word, phrase by phrase, until some­
thing beautiful is brought forth, we hope, into the world that changes 
people's perceptions. And we respond to a poem emotionally. And I 
think we should take as great a care when we write our theology as we 
would if we were writing such a poem ... because I do see religion as a 
kind of art form. 

••• 
Homo religiosus 

When the guide switches off his flashlight in the underground caverns 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 don't 
know whether you are looking north, south, east, or west. All orientation is gone, 
and you are in a datkness that never saw the sun." Normal daylight consciousness 
extinguished, you feel a "timeless dissociation from every concern and requirement 
of the upper world that you have left behind."1 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, penetrating 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 horns walks behind a line of 
wild cattle, horses, deer, and bulls that seem siniultaneously in motion and at rest. 

In all there are about six hundred frescoes and fifteen 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 similar to that of the Palaeolithic, remained intact 
until the late nineteenth century.9 Today there is a remarkable continuity in the 
descriptions of the shaman's ecstatic flight all the way from Siberia, through the 
Americas to Tierra del Fuego:10 he swoons during a public stance and believes 
that he flies through the air to consµlt the gods about the location of game. In 
these traditional societies, hunters do not feel that the species are distinc.t or per­
manent categories: men can become animals and animals human. Shamans have 
bird and animal guardians and can converse with the beasts that are revered as 
messengers of higher powers.11 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 world to be killed on the hunting plains, because the 
hunters promised to perform the rites that will them posthumous life. Hunters 
often abstain from sex before an expedition, hunt in a state of ritual purity, and 
feel a deep empathy with their prey. In the Kalahari Desert, where wood is scarce, 
the Bushmen have to rely on light weapons that can only graze the skin, so they 
anoint their arrows with a lethal poison that kills the animal very slowly. A tribes­
man has to remain with his victim, crying when it cries and participating symboli­
cally in its death throes. Other tribes identify with their prey by donning animal 
costumes. After stripping the meat from the bones, some reconstruct their kill by 
laying out its skeleton and pelt; others bury these inedible remains, symbolically 
restoring the beast to the netherworld from which it came.12 

The hunters of the Palaeolithic age may have had a similar worldview. Some 
of the myths and rites they devised appear to have survived in the traditions of 
later, literate cultures. Animal sacrifice, for example, the central rite of nearly 
every religious system in antiquity, preserved prehistoric hunting ceremonies 
and continued to honor a beast that gave its life for the sake of humankind. 13 

One of the functions of ritual is to evoke an anxiety in such a way that the 
community is forced to confront and control it. From the very beginning, it 
seems, religious life was rooted in acknowledgment of the tragic fact that life 
depends upon the destruction of other creatures. 

The Palaeolithic caves may have been the scene of similar rites. Some of the 
paintings include dancing men dressed as animals. The Bushmen say that their 
own rock paintings depict "the world behind this one that we see with our 
eyes," which the shamans visit during their mystical flights. 14 They smear the 
walls of the caves with the blood, excrement, and fat of their kill in order to 
restore it, symbolically, to the earth; animal blood and fat were ingredients of the 
Palaeolithic paints, and the act of painting itself could have been a ritual of resto­
ration.15 The images may depict the eternal, archetypal animals that take tempo­
rary physical form in the upper world. 16 All ancient religion was based on what 
has been called the perennial philosophy, because it was present in some form in 
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so many premodem cultures. It sees every single person, object, or experience as a 
replica of a reality in a sacred world that is more effective and enduring than our 
own.17 When an Australian Aborigine hunts his prey, he feels wholly at one with 
First Hunter, caught up in a richer and more potent reality that makes him feel 
fully alive and complete.18 Maybe the hunters ofLascaux re-enacted the archetypal 
hunt in the caves amid these painrings of the eternal hunting ground before they 
left their tribe to embark on the perilous quest for food. 19 

We can, of course, only speculate. Some scholars believe that these caverns 
were likely to have.b.een used for the initiation ceremonies that marked the ado­
lescent boy's rite of passage from childhood to maturity. This type of initiation 
was crucial in ancient religion and is still practiced in traditional societies today.20 

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 "fud himself" W estem-style; he has to relin­
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 initiation 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 tum him into an efficient kill­
machine; rather, it is to train him to kill in the sacred manner. A boy is usu­

ally introduced to the more esoteric mythology of his tribe during his initiation. 
He first hears about the Animal Master, the covenant, the magnanimity of the 
beasts, and the rituals that will restore his life while he is undergoing these 
traumatic 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 th,ings 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 
meaning-seeking creatures, men and women fall very easily into despair. They 
have created religions and works of art to help them fud value in their lives, 
despite all the dispiriting evidence to the contrary. The initiation 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 ritualized context in which it is imparted.21 It may not be 
empirically true, it may defy the laws oflogic, but a good myth will tell us some­
thing valuable about the human predicament. Like any work of art, a myth will 
make 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 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 Freres at Ariege 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 Palaeolithic sanctuary. "I felt 
as though I were creeping through a coffin," he recalled. "My heart is pounding 
and it is 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."22 They found themselves gazing at a wall covered in spec­
tacular engravings: 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."23 In archaic thinking, 
there is no concept of the supernatural, no huge gulf separating human and 
divine. If a priest donned the sacred regalia of an animal pelt to impersonate the 
Animal Master, he became a temporary manifestation of that divine power.24 

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 premodern world, ritual was not the 
product ofreligious ideas; on the contrary, these ideas were the product ofritual.25 

Homo religiosus is pragmatic in this sense only; if a ritual no longer evokes a pro­
found conviction of life's ultimate value, he simply abandons it. But for twenty 
thousand years, the hunters of the region continued to thread their way through 
the dangerous pathways of Trois fo~res in order to bring their mythology-­
whatever it was--to life. They must have found the effort worthwhile or they 
would, without a backward glance, have given it up. 

Religion was not something tacked on to the human condition, an optional 
extra imposed on people by unscrupulous priests. The desire to 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 longer dependent on 
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.26 Tilling the fields 
became a ritual that replaced the hunt, and the nurturing Earth took the place of 
the Animal Master. Before the modem period, most 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, and incredible. 

Like art, the truths of religion require the disciplined cultivation of a differ­
ent mode of consciousness. The cave experience always began with the disorien­
tation of utter darkness, which annihilated normal habits of mind. Human beings 
are so constituted that periodically they seek out ekstasis, a "stepping outside" the 
nonn. Today people who no longer find it in a religious setting resort to other 
outlets: 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. 

Lascaux may seem impossibly distant from modem religious practice, but we 
cannot understand either the nature of the religious quest or our current religious 
predicament unless we appreciate the spirituality that emerged quite early in the 
history of Homo religiosus and continued to animate the major confessional traditions 
until the early modern period, when an entirely different kind of religiosity -
emerged in the West during the seventeenth century. To do that we must examine 
a number of core principles that will be of fundamental importance to our story. 

The first concerns the nature of the ultimate reality-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 horn above her head so that it immediately 
suggests the rising, crescent moon; her right hand lies on her pregnancy. By 
this people had begun to observe the phases of the moon for practical pur­
poses, but their religion had little or nothing to do with this protoscientific 
observation .of the physical cosmos.27 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, and 
fertility. What they all have in common is the regenerative power of life that is 
continually able to renew 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 symbol of 
initiation, sloughs off its old withered skin and comes forth gleaming and fresh.

28 

The female also manifested this inexhaustible power. Ancient hunters revered a 
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8 KAREN ARMSTRONG 

goddess kno:'n as the Great Mother. In large stone reliefs at <;atalhiiyiik in 
Turkey, she 1s shown giving birth, flanked by boars' skulls and bulls' horns­
reli~s of a successful hunt. While hunters and animals died in the grim struggle for 
survival, the female was endlessly productive of new life.29 

Perhaps these ancient societies were ttying to express their sense of what the 
German philosopher Martin Heidegger (1899-1976) called "Being," a fundamental 
energy that supports and animates everything that exists. Being is transcendent. You 
could not see, touch, or hear it but could only watch it at work in the people 
objects, and natural forces around you. From the documents of later Neolithi~ 
an~ pastoral societies, we know that Being rather than a being was revered as the 
ultnnate sa::red power. It :'as impossible to define or describe because Being is all­
enc_ompassmg and our ~ds ~e .o~y equipped to deal with particular beings, 
which can merely participate m 1t m a restricted manner. But certain objects 
became eloquent symbols of the power of Being, which sustained and shone 
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.30 None 
of these symbols was worshipped for and in itsel£ People did not bow dovVn and 
worship a rock tout court; the rock was simply a focus that directed their attention to 
the m~sterioQs essence of life. Being bound all things together; humans, animals, 
plants, msects, stars, and birds all shared the divine life that sustained the entire cos­
mos. We know, for example, that the ancient Aryan tribes, who had lived on the 
C~u~asian steppes since about 4500 BCE, revered an invisible, impersonal force 
withi_n themselves and all other natural phenomena. Everything was a manifestation 
of this all-pervading "Spirit" (Sanskrit: manya). 31 

There was, therefore, no belief in a single supreme being in the ancient 
w?rld. Any such creature_ could only be a being-bigger and better than any­
thing else, perhaps, but still 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, many unseen forces at work in the 
world-wind, heat, emotion, and air-that were often identified with the vari­
ous deities. The Aryan god Agni, for example, was the fire that had transformed 
h':111-an life, and as a personalized god symbolized the deep affinity people felt 
with these _s:cred forces. The Aryans called their gods "the shining ones" (devas) 
because Spmt shone through them more brightly than through mortal creatures, 
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 existence, set the stars on their courses, made the seasons fol­
low each other, and compelled the seas to remain within bounds.32 

By the tenth century BCE, when some of the Aryans had settled iri the 
Indian subcontinent, they gave a new name to the ultimate reality. Brahman 
was the unseen principle that enabled all things to grow and flourish. It was a 
?ower that was higher, deeper, and more fundaniental than the gods. Because 
1t 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 
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from falling apart. Brahman had an irifinitely greater degree of reality than mortal 
creatures whose lives were limited by ignorance, sickness, pain, and death.33 

You cottld never define Brahman because language refers only to individual 
beings and Brahman was "the All"; it was everything that existed, as well as the 
inner meaning of all existence. 

Even though human beings could not think about the Brahman, they had 
intimations of it in the hymns of the Rig Veda, the most important of the Aryan 
scriptures. Unlike the hunters ofLascaux, the Aryans do n_o~ seem to have thought 
readily in images. One of their chief symb~ls of the divme "".as sound, whose 
power and intangible quality seemed a particularly apt embodiment of ~e all­
pervasive Braliman. When the priest chanted the Vedi~ hymns, the music filled 
the air and entered the consciousness of the congregation so that they felt sur­
rounded by and infused with divinity. These hymns, reveale~ to ancie~t "seers" 
(rishis), did not speak of doctrines ~t th~ fai~ w~re obliged to believe, but 
referred to the old myths in an allusive, nddling fashion because the truth r_hey 
were trying to convey could not be contained in a neatly logical presenta~on. 
Their beauty shocked the audience into a state of awe, wonder, fe~, and delight. 
They had to puzzle out the underlying significance of these paradoxical poems that 
yoked together apparently unrelated things, just as the hidden Braliman pulled the 
disparate elements of the universe into a coherent whole.34 

During the tenth century, the Brahmin priests developed the Brahmodya com­
petition, which would become a model of authentic religious discourse.35 The_ ~on­
testants began by going on a retreat in the forest, where they perfo~ed_ spmtual 
exercises, such as fusting and breath control, that concentrated therr ~ds and 
induced a different type of consciousness. Then the contest could begm. _ Its goal 
was to find a verbal formula to define the Brahman, in the process pushing lan­
guage as fur as it could go, until it finally broke down and p~ople_ becam~ vividly 
aware of the ineffable, the other. The challenger asked an emgmatic question, and 
his opponent had to reply in a way that was apt but e~ually inscru'.'1ble. The win­
ner was the contestant who reduced his opponents to silence--and m that moment 
of silence, when language revealed its inadequacy, the Brahman was present; it 
became manifest only in the stunning realization of the impotence of speech. 

The ultimate reality was not a personalized god, therefore, but a transcen­
dent mystery that could never be plumbed. The Chinese called it the Dao, ~e 
fundamental "Way" of the cosmos. Because it comprised the whole of reali~, 
the Dao had no qualities, no form; it could be experienced but n~~er seen; 1t 
was not a god; it predated heaven and earth and was beyond ~Vlmty. You 
could not say anything about the Dao, because it transcended ordin~ catego­
ries: it was more ancient than antiquity and yet it was not old; because 1t :'ent far 
beyond any form of "existence" known to humans, it was neith~r bemg nor 
nonbeing.36 It contained all the myriad patterns, forms, and potential that m~de 
the world the way it was and guided the endless flux of change -~d b_ecommg 
that we see all around us. It existed at a point where all the distmctions that 
characterize our normal modes of thought became irrelevant. 

In the Middle East, the region in which the Western mon?theisms wo~d 
develop, there was a similar notion of the ultimate. In Mesopotamia, the A.k.kadian 
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word for "divinity" was ilam, a radiant power that transcended any particular deity. 
!he 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," "purity," and "luminosity." The gods were called 
the "holy ones" because their symbolic stories, effigies, and cults evoked the radi­
an~e of ellu within their worshippers. The people of Israel called their patronal 
deity, the "holy one" of Israel, Elohim, a Hebrew variant on ellu that summed 
up everything that the divine could mean for human beings. 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 
~ult. In th: Middle ~ast, people would have found it fu too constricting to limit 
tlam to a s~gle 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. 37 

People felt a yearning for the absolute, 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 
~yth of _a lost paradise from which men and women were ejected at the begin­
nmg of tune. It expressed an inchoate conviction that life was not meant to be so 
fragme:1ted, hard, and full ~f pain. There must have been a time when people 
had eiljoy~d a greater share m the fullness of being and had not been subject to 
~orrow, disease, bereavement, loneliness, old age, and death. This nostalgia 
informed the cult of "sacred geography," one of the oldest and most universal 
religious ideas. Certain places that stood out in some way from the norm-like the 
labyrinthine caverns of the Dordogne---seemed to speak of "something else. » 38 

1:11: sacred place was one of the earliest and most ubiquitous symbols of the 
divme. It w~s. a sacred "center" that brought heaven and earth together and 
where the divme potency seemed particularly effective. 

A pop~ar imag~, found in many cultures, imagined this fructifying, sacred 
energy _welling up like a spring from these focal places and flowing, in four 
sacred nvers, 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 ejected from paradise. 

This brings_ us to the second principle of premodem religion. Religious dis­
course was not mt~nded to be understood literally because it was only possible to 
speak about a_ reality that transcended language in symbolic terms. The story of 
the lost paradise was a myth, not a factual account of a historical event. People 
were not ~xpected t~ "belie:7e" it in the abstract; like any mythos, it depended 
upon the ntuals 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 central to ancient religion 
and has now become controversial in the Western world because the Genesis 
story seems to clash with modem 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 
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existence. Why had anything come into being at all, when there could so easily 
have been nothing? There has never been a simple or even a possible answer to 
this question, but people continue to ask it, pushing ~eir minds to th~ limit of 
what we can know. One of the earliest and most umversal of the ancient cos­
mologies is particularly instructive to us today. It was thought that one of the 
gods, known as the "High God" or "Sky God" because he dwelt in the ~rthest 
reaches of the heavens, had single-handedly created heaven and earth. The 
Aryans called him Dyaeus Pitr, the Chinese Tian ("Heaven"), the Arabi~s 
Allah ("the God"), and the Syrians El Elyon ("Most High God"): But the High 
God proved to be ~ unviable deity, and his myth was jettisoned. . 

It suffered from an internal contradiction. How could a mere bemg-even 
such a lofty one-be responsible for being itself? As if in response to this objection, 
people tried to elevate the High God to a special plane. _He _was considered too 
exalted for an ordinary cult: no sacrifices were performed m his honor; he had no 
priests, no temples, and virtually no mythology of~ o:'11. People c~ed o~ ~ in 
an emergency, but otherwise he scarcely ever nnpmged on the~· daily lives. 
Reduced to a mere explanation-to what would later be called First Cause or 
Prime Mover--he be=e Deus otiosus, a "useless" or "superfluous" deity, and 
gradually faded from the consciousness of his people. In most mythologies, the 
High God is often depicted as a passive, helpless figure; unable to control events, 
he retreats to the periphery of the pantheon and :finally fades away. Today some of 
the indigenous peoples-Pygmies, Aboriginal Australians, and Fuegians--:150 speak 
of a High God who created heaven and earth, but, they tell anthropologists, he has 

" d "h fu fr "40 died or disappeared; he "no longer cares an as gone away om us. 
No god can survive unless he or she is actualized by the practical activity of 

ritual, and people often tum against gods who fail to deliver. The High ?od is 
often mythologically deposed, sometimes violently, by a younger generatrnn of 
more dynamic deities-gods of storm, grain, or war-who symbolized relevant, 
iniportant realities. In Greek mythos, the High God Uranus ("Heaven") was b~­
tally castrated by his son Kronos. Later Kronos himself was overthrown by his 
own son Zeus, head of the younger gods, who lived more accessibly on 
Mount Olympus. In our own day, the God of the monotheistic tradition has 
often degenerated into a High God. The rites and pract~ces that once made 
him a persuasive symbol of the sacred are no longer effective, and people have 
stopped participating in them. He has therefore become otiosus, an etiolated real­
ity who for. all intents and purposes has indeed died or "gone away." 

In the ancient world, the High God myth was replaced by more relevant 
creation stories that were never regarded as factual. As one of the later hymns of 
the Rig Veda insists, nobod~not even the highest deva-c?uld expl~ how 
something had issued from nothing.41 A good creation myth did not descnbe an 
event in the distant past but told people something essential about the present. 
It reminded them that things often had to get worse before they got better, that 
creativity demanded self-sacrifice and heroic struggle, and ~at ev~rybody had to 
work hard to preserve the energies of the cosmos and establish sooety on a so~d 
foundation. A creation story was primarily therapeutic. People wanted to tap mto 
the massive implosion of energy that had--;;omehow-brought the world we 
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know into being, so they would recite a 'creation myth when they were in need of 
an infusion of sacred potency: during a politlcal crisis, at a sickbed, or when they 
were building a new house. The creation myth was often re-enacted during the 
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
cept of creation "out of nothing" (ex nihilo) in the ancient world. A god could 
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 sacri:fice--something that made sense in India, where new vegetation 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 evetything--anirnals, horses, cattle, 
heaven, earth, sun, moon, and even some of the gods--emerged from his 
corpse.

42 
This mythos encapsulated an important truth: we are at our most creative 

when we do not cling to our selfuood but are prepared 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
neering town planning.

43 
The :first cities had been established in Sumer in the 

Fertile Crescent in about 3500 BCE; it was an enterprise that required enormous 
courage and perseverance, as time and time again, the mud-brick buildings were 
swept away by the flooding of the Tigris 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 infusion of sacred energy. And 
yet it seemed such an extraordinaty achievement that the city was extolled as a 
holy place. Babylon was the "Gate of the gods" (Babi-lani), where heaven and 
earth 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.44 

It is difficult to understand the creation story in Genesis without reference to 
the Mesopotamian creation hymn known from its opening words as the Enuma 
Blish. This poem begins by describing the evolution of the gods from primordial 
sacred matter and their subsequent creation of heaven and earth, but it is also a 
meditation on contemporaty 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 plaited, no rushes 
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muddied the water, the gods were nameless, natureless, futureless. "45 But new 
gods emerged, each pair more distinct than the last, culminating in the splendid 
Marduk, the Sun God and the most developed specimen of the divine species. 
But Marduk could not establish the cosmos until he had overcome the sluggish 
torpor of Tiamat in a tremendous battle. Finally 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, 

th ds .. dth. 1 "46 and e go ass1gne err p aces. 
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.47 

The Israelites also told stories of their god Yahweh slaying sea monsters to order 
the cosrnos.48 In Babylo~ the Enuma Blish was chanted on the fourth day of the 
New Year festival in Esagila, a re-enactment that symbolically continued 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. 49 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 confusion of the beginning, and begin again. 

As life became more settled, people had the leisure to develop a more inte­
rior spirituality. The Indian Atyans, 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 external 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 (atman) became central to Vedic spirituality. The Upanishadic 
sages did not ask their disciples to "believe" this but put them through an initia­
tion whereby they discovered it for themselves in a series of spiritual exercises 
that made them look at the world differently. This practically acquired knowl­
edge brought with it a joyous liberation from fear and anxiety. 

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 
patiently brings this saving insight to birth within his son Shvetaketu and has him 
perform a series of tasks. In the most 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."50 Like the salt, the Brahman 
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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.51 All things shared the same essence, but 
most people did not realize this. They imagined they were unique and special 
and clung to these particularities-often with extreme anxiety and expenditure 
of effort. But in reality these qualities were no more durable than rivers that 
flowed into the same sea. Once they had merged, they became "just the 
ocean," and no longer asserted their individuality by insisting "I am that river," 
"I am this river." "In exactly the same way, son," Uddalaka persisted, "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 mundane 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 atrnan, the 
truest thing about them. 52 

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 communities were in the early stages of 
urbanization; 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. When, as a result of carefully crafted spiritual exercises, people 
learned not only to accept but to =brace 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 atrnan, 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' [neti ... neti]."53 

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. 54 
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Like the Brahmodya, any discussion of the atman in the Upanishads always 
ended in silence, the numinous acknowledgment that the ultimate reality was 
beyond the competence of language. 

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 "when the Whole 
[Brahman] has become a person's very self, then who is there for him to see and 
by what means? Who is there for me to think of and ~y ,;"hat me~s?"~

5 
But if 

you learned to "realize" the truth that your,,most authentic Self w~ identical with 
Brahman, you understood that it too was beyond hunger and thirst, sorrow and 
delusion, old age and death."56 You could not achieve this insight by rational 
logic. You had to acquire the knack of thinking outside th~ ordinary ':owercase" 
sel£ and like any craft or skill, this required long, hard, dedicated practice. 

One of the principal technologies that enabled people to achieve this self­
forgetfulness was yoga.57 Unlike the yoga practiced in Wes~e~ ~s today,_ it 
was not an aerobic exercise but a systematic breakdown of mst1nct1ve behavior 
and normal thought patterns. It was mentally demanding and, initially, physically 
painful. The yogin had to do the opposite of what came natu~y. He sat so still 
that he seemed more like a plant or a statue than a human being; he controlled 
his respiration, one of the most automatic and essential of our physical functions, 
until he acquired the ability to exist for long periods without breathing at all. He 
learned to silence the thoughts that coursed through his mind and concentrate 
"on one point" for hours at a time. Ifhe persevered, he found that he achieved 
a dissolution of ordinary consciousness that extracted the "I" from his thinking. 

To this day, yogins find that these disciplines, which have measurable physi­
cal and neurological effects, evoke a sense of calm, harmony, and equanimity 
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 
the talent and application. As the "I" disappears, the most humdrum objects 
reveal wholly unexpected qualities since they are no longer viewed through the 
distorting filter of one's own egotistic needs and desires. When she meditated on 
the teachings of her guru, a yogin did not simply accept them notionally· but 
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.
58 

But yoga also had an ethical dimension. A beginner was not allowed to per-
form a single yogic exercise until he had completed an intensive moral program. 
Top of the list of its requirements was ahimsa, "nonviolence." A yogin must not 
swat a mosquito, make an irritable gesture, or speak unkin~y to othe:5 but 
should maintain constant affability to all, even the most annoymg monk m the 
community. Until his guru was satisfied that this had become second natur:, a 
yogin could not even sit in the yogic position. A great deal of the aggress10n, 
frustration, hostility, and rage that mars our peace of mind is the result of 
thwarted egotism, but when the aspiring yogin became proficient in this selfless 
equanimity, the texts tell us that he would experience "indescribable joy.''

59 

Their experience of yoga led the sages to devise a new creation 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 
I aml" Thus the "I," the ego principle, was born. 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 a 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 AJl? He was one with all the 
things that he had made; indeed, he was himself his own creation. 60 He had even 
created the gods, who were essentially a part ofhimself.61 

Even now, if a man knows "I am brahman" in this way, he becomes this 
whole world. Not even the gods are able to prevent it, for he becomes their 
very self [atman). So when a man venerates another deity, thinking, "He is 
one, and I am another," he does not understand.62 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 everything within or without."63 

But you would not have this exp~rience unless you had performed the yogic 
exerci~es._ Other traditions. would also find that these fundamental principles 
were mdispensable: 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 manque 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 
:311-d wha: 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 sorrow 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 holiness; 
they do not lead to peace and to the direct knowledge ofNirvana."64 

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 compassion. But anybody who did commit 
him- or herself to the Buddhist way of life could attain Nirvana, which was an 
~tirely natural state.65 Sometimes, however, Buddhists would speak of Nirvana 
us1ng 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 c~nter that ~ve meaning to life, an oasis of calm, and a source of strength that 
you discovered m the depths of your own being. In purely mundane terms, it was 
"nothing," because it corresponded to no reality that we could recognize in our 
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ego-dominated existence. But those who had managed to find this sacred peace 
discovered that they lived an immeasurably richer life.66 There was no question 
of "believing" in the existence of Nirvana or taking it "on faith." The Buddha 
had no time for abstract doctrinal formulations divorced from action. Indeed, to 
accept a dogma on somebody else's authority was what he called "unsk.illful" or 
"unhelpful" (akusala). It could not lead to enlightenment because it amounted to 
an abdication of personal responsibility. Faith meant trust that Nirvana existed and 
a determination to realize it by every practical means in one's power. 

Nirvana was the natural result of a life lived according to the Buddha's doc­
trine of anatta ("no ~elf'), which was not simply a metaphysical principle but, like 
all his teachings, a program of action. Anatta required Buddhists to behave day by 
day, hour by hour, as though the self did not exist. Thoughts of "self" not only 
led to "unhelpful" (akusala) preoccupation with "me" and "mine," but also to 
envy, hatred of rivals, conceit, pride, cruel:}', an~-~hen _the_ self _felt under 
threat-violence. As a monk became expert m cultivating this dispassion, he no 
longer interjected his ego into passing mental states but learned _to regard ~is fears 
and desires as transient and remote phenomena. He was then npe for enlighten­
ment: "His greed fades away, and once his cravings disappear, he experiences the 
release of the mind."67 The texts indicate that when the Buddha's first disciples 
heard about anatta, their hearts were filled with joy and they immediately expe­
rienced Nirvana. To live beyond the reach of hatred, greed, and anxieties about 
our status proved to be a profound relief. 

By far the best way of achieving anatta was compassion, the ability to feel with · · 
the other, which required that one dethrone the self from the center of one's 
world and put another there. Compassion would become the central practice 
of the religious quest. One of the first people to make it crystal clear that holiness 
was inseparable from altruism was the Chinese sage Confucius (551-479 BCE). 
He preferred not to speak about the divine because it lay beyond the compe­
tence of language, and theological chatter was a distraction from the real business 
of religion. 68 He used to say: "My Way has one thread that runs right through it." 
There were no abstruse metaphysics; eve~ always c~e ?ack _to the nnpor­
tance of treating others with absolute respect. It was epitomized m the Golden 
Rule, which, he said, his disciples should practice "all day and every day":7° 

. h d "71 Th "Never do to others what you would not like t em to o to you. ey 
should look into their own hearts, discover what gave them pain, and then refuse 
under any c;ircurnstance whatsoever to inflict that pain on anybody else. 

Religion was a matter of doing rather than thinking. The traditional rituals 
of China enabled an individual to burnish and refine his humanity so that he 
became a junzi, a "mature person." A junzi was not born but crafted; he had 
to work on himself as a sculptor shaped a rough stone and made it a thing of 
beauty. "How can I achieve this?" asked Yan Hui, Confucius's most tale1:'ted 
disciple. It was simple, Confucius replied: "Curb your ego an~ surr~nder to n1:1al 
(l~."72 Ajunzi must submit every detail of his life to the ancient ntes of conS1d­
eration and respect for others. This was the answer to China's political problems: 
"If a ruler could curb his ego and submit to li for a single day, everyone under 

d hi d ,,73 
Heaven would respon to s goo ness. 
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The practice of the Golden Rule "all day and every day" would bring 
human beings into the state that Confucius called ren, a word that would later 
be described as "benevolence" 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 journey. 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 I 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.74 

Living a compassionate, empathetic life took Yan Hui beyond himself; giv-
ing him momentary glimpses of a sacred reility that was not unlike 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 
remained 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 fomm­
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 inseparable 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 

1. In "Homo religiosus," Armstrong takes us back to the roots of religion in 
the Paleolithic era. The portrait she paints might surprise many readers. "In 
archaic thinking," she argues, "there [was] no concept of the supernatural, 
no huge gulf separating human and divine." There was "no belief in a single 
supreme 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 bet\veen religion then and 
religion now. Next, go back and look for the continuities. 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? 

2. 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, Arm.strong 
insists that religion was "a matter of doing rather than thinking." But what 
exactly does she mean by "doing"? What kinds of activities 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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3. 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 outside the norm," and kenosis, the "emptying" of the sel£ 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 

1. According to Armstrong, "All ancient religion was based on what has been 
called the perennial philosophy, because it was present in some form in so 
many premodem 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 underlying 
commonalities. For example, just as the Aryans thought of their gods as 
devas or shining ones, so the forerunners of the Abraharnic faiths-Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam-used the world ilam, meaning "radiant power," to 
describe their own deities. What are the implications of these parallels? Have 
we put so great an emphasis on the differences that we have lost touch with 
the greater unity? What factors might explain the emphasis on such differences? 

2. One theme of Armstrong's recent work has been the distinction between 
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 
mythos describes a truth whose purpose is to overcome our subjective sense 
of separateness from the world and other living beings. Though past societies 
understood the distinction between the two, Annsttong contends that in our 
time both skeptics and religious people treat mythos as a set of objective 
claims. After reading "Homo religiosus," would you say that mythos should 
have a place in our lives today? Is it really possible for us to keep mythos 
separate from logos? How might the two become confused, and what 
dangers might arise from confusing them? 

QUESTIONS FOR MAKING CONNECTIONS 

BETWEEN READINGS 

1. What might Armstrong have to say about our relationship with technology 
as it is described by Sherry Turkle in Selections from Alone Together: 
VVhy We Expect More from Technology and Less .from Each Other? One place 
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to start in developing your response might be this passage from 

"Homo religiosus": 

Human beings are so constituted that periodically they seek out 
ekstasis, a "stepping outside" the norm. Today people who 1:o longer 
find (ekstasis) in a religious setting resort to other outlets: music, dance, 
art, sex, drugs, or sport. We make a point of ~eeking out thes: 
experiences that touch us deeply within and lift ~s mo_mentarily . 
beyond ourselves. At such times, we feel that we inhabit our ~umamty 
more :fully than usual and experience an enhancement ofbemg. 
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C ttitude toward technology be defined as religious in Armstrong's 
an ou; ~ d7 Think about the popular notion of the singularity-does 

sense oalifye worli. . 7 Does our current technology "lift us ... beyond 
that qu as re gious. . ,, b 

l " and allow us to "inhabit our humaruty more fully ? Or, Y 
ourse ves d liance on technology amount to an inversion of ekstasis, 
contrast, oes our re . 1 f 
a contraction rather than an opening? Have machines ~en the p ace o 

th 
· als that once figured in our rituals and mystenes? Ifwe are no eamm • , 

longer connecting to nature, what are we connectmg to. 

1. · "matter of doing" rather than a matter of 
2. Armstrong sees re 1gion as d full th 

alle · ance to unchanging beliefs. Reread her chapter ~ care. Y note e 
ma: different forms of "doing" she explores, fro~ :1-tual sacrifice to yoga. 
In what sense :might we understand premodern religion as a form of 
psychotherapy of the kind practiced today by M~a ,~tout, auth~r. of 
"When I Woke Up Tuesday Morning, It Was Fnday ? Were religious _ 
practices possibly designed to overcome dissociated stat~s an_d ~he iathologies 
that they cause? Or does religion actually encourage dissoaanon. If rl:e 
answer to this last question is yes, what rrught ~e te purpose of turn!Ilg 
away from the here and now, at least temporarily. 
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