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9

STUDYING THE 
WORLD’S RELIGIONS

1
C H A P T E R

If you scan the news on any given day, you 
will probably find examples of how religion 
influences everyday life around the world. 
Consider these newspaper excerpts:

The morning I arrived in Trivandrum, 
the capital of the south Indian state of 
Kerala, I met my friend Vinita, a Hindu, 
who promised to accompany me on a 
visit to the Sri Padmanabhaswamy tem-
ple, a place that is generally off limits 
to nonbelievers. Though my family is 
from Kerala, we are Christians. And that 
morning, one of their fold was proposing 
to enter a Hindu temple. 

(From “Going on Faith”)

A Yiddish play with the title “Toyt fun 
a Salesman” opened at the Parkway 
Theater in Brooklyn early in 1951. As 
most of the audience recognized from 
the name alone, the show was a transla-
tion of Arthur Miller’s drama “Death of 
a Salesman.” It seemed a mere footnote 
to the premiere production, which had 
completed its triumphal run on Broad-
way several months earlier, having won 
the Pulitzer Prize.

©
 serge m

ouraret / Dem
otix / Corbis
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10    Wo r l d  R e l i g i o n s

Is Willy Loman Jewish? Did Miller 
create him devoid of ethnic or religious 
markings to better serve as an American 
Everyman broken on the wheel of capi-
talism? Or did he subtly intend for part 
of Willy’s tragedy to be his estrangement 
from the Jewish and Judaic heritage that 
might have provided some ballast as his 
working life, and with it his very identity, 
falls to ruin?

(From “Since the Opening Curtain, a 
Question: Is Willy Loman Jewish?”)

The Roman Catholic archbishop of New 
York, Cardinal Timothy M. Dolan, has 
filled the pews at St. Patrick’s Cathedral. 
He has spoken before Pope Benedict XVI 
and the College of Cardinals in Rome. 
As archbishop of Milwaukee, he once 
put on a Green Bay Packers “cheesehead” 
during an outdoor Mass.

But in recent weeks, the cardinal and 
his office prepared for an entirely dif-
ferent kind of address: his first Twitter 
message.

No longer exclusive 
to traditionally 
Buddhist countries, 
Buddhist temples, 
such as this one 
on the Hawaiian 
island of Oahu, are 
becoming more 
common all over 
the world.

©
 W

olfgang Kaehler / Corbis
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“Hey everybody. It’s Timothy Car-
dinal Tebow,” @CardinalDolan. “I mean 
Dolan.”

(From“Now, @Cardinal Dolan”)

Perhaps the uglier side of politics is always 
close to the surface.

President Obama and his Repub-
lican rival, Mitt Romney, have said for 
months that the 2012 election will be 
about the economy. But on Thursday, it 
became—at least for a brief moment—
about the always touchy issues of race 
and religion.

A report in The New York Times 
on Thursday exposed a secret plan by 
Republican strategists and financiers to 
rekindle questions about the Rev. Jer-
emiah A. Wright, Jr., Mr. Obama’s one-
time pastor, and his angry black-power 
sermons.

Mr. Romney repudiated the plan 
to use Mr. Wright’s words as a racially 
tinged cudgel against Mr. Obama.

(From “Race and Religion Rear 
Their Heads”)

A GLOBAL VILLAGE
The preceding quotations are drawn from 
four different articles in the same newspa-
per on the same day—the New York Times, 
May 18, 2012: compelling evidence that the 
world’s religions are part of people’s everyday 
world. We cannot call ourselves informed 
citizens without having at least a basic knowl-
edge of them.

A C T I V I T Y

Search newspapers, magazines, the Internet, and 
other sources for at least three stories that men­
tion religion. Answer this question: How does reli­
gion affect people’s daily lives in each example?

Today more than ever before, we live 
in a global village. Thumbing through the 
newspaper, logging on to the Internet, fly-
ing across the ocean, buying clothes and 
goods created by people far away, and a host 
of other activities have made us all, in a real 
sense, neighbors. This unprecedented vari-
ety of interactions offers an abundance of 
opportunities to enrich our lives, by connect-
ing us with people who think and live differ-
ently than we do. But it also poses challenges. 
For one thing, it is more difficult than ever to 
be adequately informed about one’s commu-
nity—now that that “community” includes 
the entire world. And part of meeting this 
challenge is gaining a sound understanding 
of the world’s religious traditions.

As the global community grows ever 
more close-knit, the relevance of religion in 
our day-to-day lives will continue to increase, 
not only at the level of international affairs but  
locally also. Most people already have— 
or soon will have—friends, classmates, or 
coworkers who belong to religious traditions 
quite different from their own.

Recognizing the need to understand the 
world’s religions is one thing; achieving such 
an understanding is another. This book aims 
to help. In certain ways, the study of world 
religions is especially challenging, as the fol-
lowing section explains. But it also offers a 
great opportunity for discovering the many 
ways of being human.

THE NATURE OF A RELIGIOUS 
TRADITION
Religion begins with mystery. Being human 
inevitably prompts deep questions about 
our existence: Where did we come from? 
Where are we going? Why are we here? 
For that matter, what is “here”? That is, 
what is the nature of this world? What is 
the nature of the supreme or ultimate real-
ity? Beset with such questions, we find 
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12    Wo r l d  R e l i g i o n s

ourselves confronting mystery on all sides. 
By responding to the questions, religion 
provides a way of living and dying meaning-
fully amid the mystery.

This book explores the various responses 
to mystery that the world’s religions offer. 
Anything so intimately involved with mys-
tery is bound to be difficult, so it will help if 
the study itself is demystified as much as pos-
sible. The process of demystification begins 
by probing the nature of the questions most 
religious traditions address.

Religious Questions

Human beings, presumably unlike any other 
members of the animal kingdom, have the 
capacity to question such fundamental things 
as the source and the meaning of their exis-
tence. We are self-conscious beings. Along 
with being physical, rational, and emotional, 
we have the capacity for self-reflection; we 
have a conscience; we can ponder our own 
nature. We are spiritual (although the term 
spiritual is open to interpretation). And 
by virtue of our spirituality, we ask—and 
answer—life’s most basic questions. Because 
these questions are more or less pertinent to 
each religious tradition, they can be orga-
nized into a kind of framework for studying 
the world’s religions.

A C T I V I T Y

The terms spiritual and religious often mean dif­
ferent things to different people. What does each 
term mean to you?

Not everyone chooses to answer these 
basic religious questions by following a reli-
gious tradition. Some people, even though 
they regard themselves as spiritual, are not 

members of a specific religion. But oth-
ers find that a religion helps them to grap-
ple with religious questions. Religions offer 
responses that have been tested by time, in 
some cases by thousands of years. They are 
also fortified by the richness of tradition and 
by the shared experience of community.

Regardless of how we choose to respond  
to them, religious questions are inevitable. 
Studying these questions can help us to bet-
ter understand the nature of each religious 
tradition. Let us consider the primary ones.

What Is the Human Condition?

The initial religious question concerns the 
basic nature of the human condition: What  
is our essential nature? Are we merely what  
we appear to be—physical bodies somehow 
equipped with the capacity to think and to 
feel? or are we endowed with a deeper spiri-
tual essence, some form of soul? Are human 
beings by nature good, or evil, or somewhere 
in-between, perhaps originally good but now 
flawed in some way?

Often a religion’s view of the basic nature 
of the human condition is set forth in its 
account of human origins. The story of 
Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, told 
in the Jewish and Christian Bibles and also 
in the Qur’an (or Koran, the sacred book of 
Islam), is one clear example.

Suffering is an important aspect of the 
human condition. All religions recognize that 
we suffer. The question is, Why do we suffer? 
If we are by nature good and in no need of 
greater perfection, then of course suffering is 
not our fault. But if we are evil, or somehow 
flawed, perhaps we deserve to suffer. A religion 
typically describes a means of overcoming 
suffering—and of responding to the human 
condition in general—through the attainment 
of some higher state of spiritual maturity.

1160_WorldReligions_Pgs.indb   12 1/7/15   2:52 PM



	 Chapter 1  •  Studying the World’s Religions    13

A C T I V I T Y

Contemplate the human condition by compar­
ing the situation of humans with that of a favor­
ite animal (it could be a pet). Does the animal 
have thoughts or feelings, like people do? Does 
it seem to have a spiritual essence or soul? Does 
it seem to be by nature good, or evil, or some­
where in between?

What Is Spiritual Fulfillment?

Almost every religion describes what is needed 
to fulfill our spiritual potential most perfectly. 

Some religions teach a form of spiritual fulfill-
ment that can be attained in this life. Others 
teach that complete fulfillment must await an 
afterlife. In either case, fulfillment is a difficult 
thing to attain; in fact, some religions teach 
that it is impossible to attain on our own, 
without divine assistance. Therefore religions 
tend to acknowledge the goodness of being as 
spiritually mature and near to fulfillment as 
possible. Spiritual transformation, not neces-
sarily leading to complete fulfillment, is a vital 
objective of most religions.

Later in this study of religions, you will 
encounter specific examples that explore 
various approaches to spiritual maturity and 
spiritual fulfillment. For now briefly consider 

Crux gem
m

ata (m
osaic), Byzantine School, (6th century) / Sant’Apollinare in Classe, Ravenna, Italy / Bridgem

an Im
ages

In Christianity the cross 
is often used as a symbol 
of salvation. This mosaic 
is from a church in 
Ravenna, Italy.
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14    Wo r l d  R e l i g i o n s

three questions about the way a religion 
addresses spiritual fulfillment and transfor-
mation: What is ethical—that is, how are we 
to act while living in the world? How do we 
transcend the human condition? And how do 
we attain salvation?

What is ethical?  Religions typically pre-
scribe an ethical life as a basic requirement 
for the journey toward spiritual fulfillment. 
Indeed, teachings regarding right and wrong 
constitute a significant part of most reli-
gious traditions.

How do we transcend the human con­
dition?  Some forms of spiritual fulfillment 
can be attained in this life, either temporarily  
or eternally. Buddhist enlightenment is one  
example. These forms all involve a type of 
transcendence, or overcoming of the nor-
mal limitations imposed by the human 
condition. Of course, we can respond in a 
variety of ways to the challenges of being 
human. Some people simply try to ignore 
them by allowing a certain numbness of 
the spirit. Others become workaholics to 
block them out. Some hide behind a veil of 
drugs or alcohol. Religions normally insist 
on a different type of response, a form of 
transcendence that brings one face-to-face 
with the human condition, and then raises 
one above it or allows one to see through it. 
(The precise descriptions of this transcen-
dence vary by religion.) The Buddhist who 
has attained enlightenment, for example, 
while continuing to inhabit a physical body 
with the usual discomforts and needs, is said 
to maintain a state of indescribable spiritual 
tranquillity and bliss.

How do we attain salvation?  Most reli-
gions teach that spiritual fulfillment is closely 
related to some form of salvation from the 
ultimate limitation imposed by the human 
condition: death. Religions that emphasize 
forms of transcendence typically hold that 

there is a direct connection between the tran-
scendence attained in this life and final salva-
tion. Some forms of Buddhism teach that the 
attainment of enlightenment in this life leads 
to nirvana, the final liberation. Liberation for 
religions such as Buddhism is the equivalent 
of salvation; both terms imply an overcoming 
of the limitations of the human condition. 
Religions such as Christianity and Islam, 
which teach that salvation depends on the 
divine, tend to maintain that final spiritual 
fulfillment awaits in the afterlife, sometimes 
after the individual’s salvation has already 
been assured. According to this view, spiri-
tual maturation continues even in a heavenly 
afterlife.

What Is Our Destiny?

As spiritual beings, we ponder our destiny. 
We wonder, Where are we going, ultimately? 
Most (though not all) religions provide 
answers to that question, and their answers 
are closely linked to the issues of spiritual 
fulfillment or transformation.

According to some religions, human 
beings face two possible destinies: one leads 
to reward, typically eternal life in paradise, 
and the other leads to condemnation. Indi-
vidual destiny is linked to the question of 
spiritual fulfillment: the degree to which 
one has achieved fulfillment naturally cor-
responds to one’s prospects for reward in the 
afterlife.

The question of destiny is more com-
plex for religions that teach that human 
beings live more than one lifetime—religions 
such as Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism. 
In this case, the immediate destiny after this 
life is generally not the ultimate, final destiny, 
but just another step toward the final des-
tiny. Nevertheless, the need to seek spiritual 

transcendence

The overcoming of the 
normal limitations 
imposed by the human 
condition, whether 
temporarily or 
abidingly.

cosmology

The understanding 
of the nature of the 
universe.
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transformation (if not complete fulfillment) in 
this life remains vital, because the degree of 
one’s transformation tends to determine the 
nature of one’s future life.

What Is the Nature of the World?

Along with answering questions about 
human beings, religions also answer ques-
tions about the world. Where did the world 
come from? Is it real, or is it just some kind 
of cosmic illusion? Is it sacred, perhaps even 
living, or is it merely matter? Is it a help or a 
hindrance to the religious quest?

Such questions belong to the general cat-
egory cosmology—the understanding of the 
nature of the universe. The answers to cos-
mological questions tend to determine a reli-
gion’s degree of interest in the natural world. 
Some religions express such interest through 
support of scientific inquiry and theories 

regarding the natural world, while others 
tend to be suspicious of science.

A C T I V I T Y

Summarize your personal cosmology—your 
own understanding of the nature of the world. 
Focus especially on the following questions: 
Where did the world come from? Is the world 
somehow a living, organic entity, or is it merely 
inorganic matter?

What Is Ultimate Reality, and How 
Is It Revealed?

Finally, there is the religious question of ulti-
mate reality (or for Western traditions espe-
cially, God). Theistic religions hold a belief  
in God or in multiple gods. These religions 

The religious expe­
rience of Moses is 
depicted in Moses 
Before the Burning 
Bush, by the Italian  
painter Raphael 
(1483 to 1520).

©
 Scala / Art Resource, NY
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16    Wo r l d  R e l i g i o n s

teach a certain theology, or doctrine, regard-
ing the divine. The theologies of the world 
include a range of basic perspectives: mono­
theism (belief in only one God), polytheism 
(belief in many gods), and pantheism (belief 
that the divine reality exists in everything), to 
name but a few.

Some religions do not hold a belief 
in a god who is essentially relevant for us, 
although they sometimes do hold a belief in 
various divine or semidivine beings. Some-
times such religions are termed nontheistic, 
which literally means that there is no belief 
in a divine being. The term transtheistic is 
helpful, for it allows room for belief in divine 
or semidivine beings without insisting on a 
god who is essentially relevant. Some of these 
religions teach that all reality is essentially 
one thing, and that human beings are part of 
the ultimate reality.

Most religions also teach that the 
supreme or ultimate reality, whatever form it 
takes, is somehow revealed to humans. This 
revelation usually takes place through sacred 
stories or myths, or through various types of 
religious experience.

Seven Dimensions of Religion

Exploring the basic questions to which reli-
gions respond helps us to understand the 
functions of religions. Considering the ele-
ments that make up religions helps us to 
understand the forms of religions. Scholar 
Ninian Smart suggests that all the reli-
gious traditions manifest seven dimensions: 
experiential, mythic, doctrinal, ethical, 
ritual, social, and material. These dimen-
sions are not exclusive of one another: for 
example, myths often set forth patterns of 
ritual. Indeed, the seven dimensions are inter-
twined and complementary, weaving a rich  
tapestry through which religions respond to 
humans’ basic questions, offering a doctrine 

here, prescribing a ritual there, and so forth. 
All religions use the same seven elements 
to create their own unique tapestry, often 
emphasizing one dimension more, another 
dimension less. Zen Buddhism, for example, 
has a strong experiential dimension but says 
relatively little about doctrines.

Experiential

Religions commonly begin with the religious 
experiences of individuals. Some of these 
beginnings are famous and easy to identify. 
When a young prince named Gautama expe-
rienced enlightenment under the bodhi tree, 
he became the Buddha, and Buddhism was 
born. When Muhammad began to experi-
ence revelations from Allah, Islam began to 
take form. Other beginnings are not so eas-
ily identified. Moreover, religious experiences 
can be part of anyone’s religious life; they do 
not always result in a new religion.

Faith generally belongs to the category 
religious experience, although it also has 
doctrinal aspects. In the New Testament, 
for instance, the Apostle Paul describes faith 
as being closely related to experience of the 
Holy Spirit, and involving more than just 
intellectual belief.

The world’s major religions acknowledge 
numerous types of religious experience, some 
of them astounding. Generally speaking, in 
theistic religions God is experienced as a holy 
presence who is other (that is, as a being dis-
tinct from the individual). This experience of 
God is often characterized by two separate 
emotions: awe-inspiring fear and fascina-
tion. A well-known example of this type of 
experience is the Revelation of God to Moses  
on Mount Sinai, through the burning bush. 
Moses was fearful of God, yet drawn in fasci-
nation toward the divine presence.

In nontheistic or transtheistic religions, 
religious experience usually takes the form of 
mysticism. In one basic type of mysticism, 

monotheism

The belief in only 
one god.

polytheism

The belief in many 
gods.

pantheism

The belief that the 
divine reality exists in 
everything.

nontheistic

Describes a belief 
system that holds that 
there is no divine being.

transtheistic

Describes a religion 
that allows for belief 
in divine or semidivine 
beings without the 
belief in an essentially 
relevant god.

revelation

The transmission 
of the divine will or 
knowledge to human 
beings, typically 
through myths or 
some form of religious 
experience.

faith

Experience of the 
divine or holy presence, 
sometimes involving 
intellectual belief and 
sometimes emphasiz­
ing personal trust.

mysticism

A category of 
religious experiences 
characterized by 
communing or uniting 
with the ultimate 
reality through inward 
contemplation.
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myth

A story (often recorded 
in scripture) that tends 
to answer questions of 
origins and serves as a 
source of sacred truth.

found in Hinduism and other transtheistic 
religions, the individual becomes one with 
the ultimate reality through inward contem-
plation. Another form of religious experi-
ence, known as the vision quest, is found in 
many indigenous religious traditions, includ-
ing religions of Native American people.

A C T I V I T Y

Like the terms religious and spiritual, faith tends 
to mean different things to different people. 
What does faith mean to you?

Mythic

The concept of myth may not be familiar 
to us because most people no longer hold a 
predominantly mythic worldview. The mat-
ter is further complicated by our tendency to 
use the term myth in various ways. Typically 
we equate myths with falsehoods—but in the 
study of world religions, myths actually con-
vey important truths.

We Westerners tend to base our perspec-
tives on history and science, acquiring knowl-
edge through empirical observation and 
rational thinking. Myths are both nonhistori-
cal and nonrational. But they do not neces-
sarily conflict with history and science, nor 
are they necessarily false or irrational. Myths 
are sources of sacred truth and are therefore 
powerful, for they give meaning to life.

Myths take the form of sacred stories that 
are passed along from one generation to the 
next. Many are conveyed orally, though some 
are recorded in scripture. Myths are often set 
in primordial time, a period in the distant 
past somehow set apart from the ordinary 
present. They commonly tell of the origins of 
humans and the world. Myths set forth fun-
damental knowledge regarding the nature of 
things and the proper way to live.

The Genesis account of the world’s cre-
ation is one such story or myth. It provides 
knowledge about a number of basic issues: 
the world was created by God; human beings 
were created in the image of God and are 
by nature good; humans are meant to have 
“dominion” over the other creatures of the 
world; and so forth. These mythic ideas 
depend neither on history nor on science, 
but they remain sacred truths for Jews, Chris-
tians, and Muslims alike.

A C T I V I T Y

Myth is not as strong an element in the modern, 
scientific world as it was in earlier ages. Still, as 
the Creation account in Genesis suggests, some 
of our basic perspectives about life are derived 
from mythic sources. What other mythic truths—
truths that are based on neither history nor 
science, but that give life meaning and direc­
tion—are prevalent in your society?

Doctrinal

For many people, the most obvious and 
basic aspect of religion is belief. Adherents of  
a religion believe in something, namely,  
the creeds, doctrines, or teachings of their 
religion. Christians believe, for example, in 
the Apostles’ Creed and in the doctrine of the 
Trinity. The belief aspect of religion is catego-
rized as the doctrinal dimension.

Doctrines, creeds, and other teachings 
commonly originate in lived religious experi- 
ence. They also derive from myths. Whereas 
myth and experience tend in some ways to 
defy the rational impulses of the mind, doc-
trines make sense of the content of experi-
ence and myth. They are often recorded in 
sacred texts, or scriptures, along with the 
myths and the accounts of revelation and 
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18    Wo r l d  R e l i g i o n s

other religious experiences that serve as the 
foundations of religions.

Ethical

Religions tend to devote much attention to 
ethics: How are we to act while living in the 
world? The ethical dimension includes many 
sets of teachings that respond to that ques-
tion: for example, the Ten Commandments 
in the Jewish and Christian traditions, which 
have striking parallels in some other tradi-
tions. The ethical dimension also incorporates 
more general ethical principles, such as the 
Buddhist ideal of compassion, which is nota-
bly similar to the Christian ideal of love for 
one’s neighbor.

Ritual 

Worship is a common aspect of religions, tak-
ing a variety of forms and occupying much of 
an individual’s religious life. Most forms of 
worship are carried out through some formal 
practice, or ritual. Like belief, ritual is very 
familiar to most of us. Many religious rituals 
reenact a myth or sacred story. For example, 
every Muslim ideally will make at least one 
pilgrimage to Mecca, the most holy city of 
Islam. Various aspects of the pilgrimage re-
enact the sacred story of Muhammad’s origi-
nal journey to Mecca, a leading event in the 
founding of the religion.

Social

Religions naturally involve communities, and 
most people consider the communal aspect 
of religion significant and attractive. A sense 
of community, of belonging to a group such 
as a tribe or parish or congregation, is usu-
ally empowering for individuals. The shared 
experience of community also fortifies reli-
gions themselves, and often results in some 
form of organization, typically including a 
hierarchy of leadership. For example, reli-
gions usually recognize one level of member-
ship for officials or priests and another level 

for common adherents. Often particular 
figures are thought to embody the ideals of 
spiritual perfection: the Taoist sage and the 
Christian saint are two such figures.

Material

The sacred architecture of cathedrals, tem-
ples, and other structures of worship, and the 
art within them, are among humanity’s most 
beautiful cultural achievements. Icons, such 
as the crucifix and statues of the Buddha, are 
part of this material dimension of religion. 
So too are books of scripture. Other types 
of sacred entities, whether natural (such as 
mountains) or of human construction (such 
as cities), also are highly significant for some 
religions. In India, for example, Hindus con-
sider almost every major river sacred.

A C T I V I T Y

Identify at least two examples of sacred entities, 
art, or architecture in your community. Compare 
the examples in terms of how they express reli­
gious ideas and provoke emotions. 

SOME CHALLENGES AND 
REWARDS OF STUDYING  
THE WORLD’S RELIGIONS
Several issues might make studying the 
world’s religions unsettling. For example, it 
would seem that by definition, ultimate real-
ity must be the same for all humans. Cer-
tainly the monotheistic religions consider 
God to be the God of all. But if that is the 
case, can there be more than one true reli-
gion? Are the religions saying essentially the 
same thing, even though they are using dif-
ferent words filtered through different his-
torical and cultural frameworks? Are they in 
basic agreement about the truth? If so, does 

ethics

A dimension of religion 
that deals with how we 
are to act while living in 
the world.

ritual

Formal worship prac­
tice, often based on the 
reenactment of a myth.

empathy

The capacity for seeing 
things from another’s 
perspective, and an 
important method­
ological approach for 
studying religions.
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the matter of choosing a religion simply come 
down to personal preference?

These are difficult questions, and it is 
unrealistic to hope they will all be answered 
satisfactorily by the end of this study. Besides, 
as noted at the beginning of this chapter, reli-
gion is grounded in mystery, and surely we 
should not expect to penetrate such mystery 
entirely. We can, however, make progress 
toward understanding by clarifying a proper 
perspective from which to examine the 
world’s religions.

Two Approaches

A study of the world’s religions is enriched 
when it is approached in two ways. First, it 
should be approached using a comparative 
methodology. Friedrich Max Müller, one 
of the founders of the study of compara-
tive religions, pointed out that to know just 
one religion is to know none. As we move 
from chapter to chapter in this book, the 
dimensions of religion, along with the com-
mon questions to which different religions 
respond, should become clearer. Studying 
many religions should enable us to know each 
one, including our own, more precisely.

Second, the study of religions should 
be approached with empathy, which is the 
capacity for seeing things from another’s 
perspective. A traditional saying cautions 
that we should never judge a person until 
we have walked a mile in that person’s shoes. 
Empathy requires the use of the imagina-
tion, and it can be quite challenging. It is 
rewarding too, providing a needed tool for 

gaining insight into the ways of others. The 
study of religions would not advance far if it 
lacked such insight.

A C T I V I T Y

It is important to cultivate empathy—the capac­
ity for seeing things from another’s perspective 
when studying the religions of others. Try apply­
ing the saying about empathy, that we need to 
walk in another person’s shoes, to a family mem­
ber or close friend. What do you think life looks 
like from that person’s perspective?

Objectives

What can we hope to gain from a broad study 
of the world’s religions? For one thing, we can 
strive to become knowledgeable about their  
responses to the most fundamental religious 
questions asked by human beings all over the 
world. All religions are treasure troves of wis-
dom, and everyone can benefit from explor- 
ing them. For another thing, we can try to  
become better acquainted with the seven 
dimensions of religion through the study of 
abundant examples. Finally, we can expect 
to emerge from this study with a greatly 
enhanced understanding of the people who 
follow the religions we have explored. That, 
in turn, can enrich us in our roles as citizens 
of the global village.
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1. What issues do people usually address
when they ask questions about the
human condition?

2. How does spiritual transformation
or fulfillment relate to the quest for
salvation?

3. Briefly explain how religions differ over
the question of destiny.

4. Name some ways religions perceive the
nature of the world.

5. Describe the difference between theistic
and nontheistic or transtheistic religions.

6. How do most religions teach
that the ultimate reality is usually
revealed?

C H A P T E R  R E V I E W

7. Describe in general terms the religious
experience of the theistic religions. Then
briefly compare it with the religious
experience of the nontheistic or transthe-
istic religions.

8. Briefly explain the concept of myth.

9. Identify at least two dimensions of reli-
gion, in addition to the mythic, doctri-
nal, and experiential.

10. What is one benefit of using a comparative
approach to study the world’s religions?

11. What is empathy, and how is it applied
to the study of world religions?
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